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PREFACE 


This book has a somewhat convoluted history. Mark Micale and I first met in Newcastle in 
2017 when he was invited to come and work at the Centre for the History of Violence (as it 
was then known). I recall being in his office when he showed me an article in the Sydney 
Morning Herald about a tweet posted by Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft and one of the 
richest people on the planet. In it, Gates told college students, who were then completing 
their studies in great numbers across North America, that they should read Pinker’s Better 
Angels of Our Nature. ‘[Steven Pinker] shows how the world is getting better’, Gates 
proclaimed. ‘Sounds crazy but it’s true. This is the most peaceful time in human history.’ 
‘That matters’, Gates added, ‘because if you think the world is getting better, you want to 
spread the progress to more people and places’.! 

We were taken aback; as historians we knew that Pinker’s thesis was problematic. We also 
knew that his book, Better Angels of Our Nature, had been critiqued quite extensively by a 
wide variety of scholars from across the social sciences but, interestingly, by very few 
historians. This was a little puzzling given that the core of Pinker’s thesis is in fact historical. 
Mark and I decided it was time to weigh into the debates and present an alternative view, one 
that countered some of the more egregious claims made by Pinker. We quickly assembled a 
team of historians from different fields and published the articles in a special issue of the 
journal Historical Reflections/Réflexions Historiques at the end of 2017.* Antoinette Burton 
kindly facilitated our initial contact with the journal’s editorial board. Comprised of eleven 
articles of around 5,000 words each, the special issue appears to have resonated with the 
readers of the journal, so much so that the publisher, Marion Berghahn, decided to reprint the 
articles as a collection of essays, titled On Violence in History.° 

Even before the reprint had come out, Mark and I were already thinking of transforming the 
articles into a collection of chapters, by choosing some of the best and extending the length 
to around 8,000 words, and by then inviting other scholars to fill in some of the historical 
gaps. This collection of chapters is the end result of that endeavour. The chapter by Nancy 
Kollmann remains the same as originally published in Historical Reflections, but the chapters 
by Linda Fibiger, Sara Butler, Caroline Elkins, Joanna Bourke and Daniel Smail are included 
here in a modified and expanded form. Philip Dwyer and Mark Micale have provided a new 
introduction and have both entirely rewritten their own chapters. Nine new chapters have 
been added, those by Dag Lindstrém, Eric Weitz, David Bell, Robert Chase, Philip Dwyer 
and Elizabeth Roberts-Pedersen, Susan Morrissey, Matthew Restall, Corey Ross and Michael 
Wert. We think they significantly add to the critique of Pinker’s narrative, make a case for 
how history should be written and researched, as well as challenging and questioning the 
declinist thesis of violence in history. 


Despite Darker Angels of Our Nature’s generous selection of eighteen chapters, we 
obviously cannot claim comprehensive coverage. Readers will no doubt think of other 
countries (China and Brazil, especially) and other topics (such as religion and violence or 
cyber-violence) that could rewardingly have been included. An entire second volume of 
chapters could in fact be devoted to other sorts and sites of violence, including several we 
originally had in mind but were compelled to leave out because of space limitations. We need 
also to acknowledge a serious gap in the book’s coverage, a gap that we tried, patiently but 
alas unsuccessfully, to fill. Nazism and Stalinism may well be the paradigmatic cases of 
state-sponsored mass civilian violence in modern times. The historical scholarship on these 
overlapping subjects is voluminous and very rich. Nevertheless, the chapter we 
commissioned on German fascism as a system of violence never materialized and, as editors 
of the project, we finally had to move forward without it, an omission that, as professional 
historians of modern Europe, we feel most keenly. 

We would like to thank Maddie Holder for giving us the opportunity to publish this 
collection of chapters and thereby to introduce the debates around Steven Pinker and his 
thesis to, hopefully, a much wider audience. Mark would like additionally to thank his former 
colleagues in the University of Illinois history department for their many suggestions about 
the project — in particular, Clare Crowston for raising the issue of prison violence, Rod 
Wilson for insisting on the significance of Japanese history to the global history of violence, 
Mark Steinberg for bringing Susan Morrissey’s work on emotions history to our attention and 
Carol Symes for hosting a lively evening discussion. We heartily thank all the contributors to 
the collection, those who have agreed to rework existing pieces, and those who have come on 
board, entering the fray, so to speak, by challenging popularly held views. We hope that these 
chapters will inspire students and readers, and more broadly, lovers of history, wanting to see 
how historians go about their craft, to think more critically about the present. 


Philip Dwyer, Newcastle 
Mark Micale, Baltimore 
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Steven Pinker and the nature of violence in history 


Philip Dwyer and Mark S. Micale 


The huge commercial success of Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature: The 
Decline of Violence in History and Its Causes, which first appeared in 2011, took many in the 
academic world by surprise. There was nothing that predisposed it to being on the bestseller 
lists. It is over 800 pages long, the text is quite dense, and there are over 100 charts and 
graphs that are supposedly based on a rigorous choice of data and a ‘commitment to 
objectivity’. The overarching argument of the book is that violence in the world has declined 
significantly over the years, a counter-intuitive argument to those familiar with the history of 
the twentieth century. Pinker is not the first to argue for the long-term decline of violence, but 
he is certainly the most successful writer to do so.! Moreover, he goes further than anyone 
else by arguing in the Preface to The Better Angels that the decline in human violence over 
the past 10,000 years, as he chronicles it, ‘may be the most important thing that has ever 
happened in human history’, and that ‘we may be living in the most peaceable era in our 
species’ existence’ .* 

In some respects, his book falls within the genre of non-fiction that attempts to explain the 
complexities of the world to the lay reader, such as Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs and Steel, 
Yuval Harrari’s Sapiens, Peter Frankopan’s The Silk Roads or even Thomas Piketty’s Capital 
in the Twenty-First Century. These books share a cluster of traits: in an age of specialized 
technical knowledge, they offer sweeping accounts of human nature and human history that 
synthesize masses of information organized around a few provocative themes, presented with 
popular appeal and marketability in mind. But that really is where the comparison must end. 

Let’s take as an example Pinker and Piketty. The two authors have entirely different 
purposes and messages. Piketty sets out to demonstrate how capitalism is one of the main 
drivers of inequality in the world and how extreme inequalities give rise to the kind of 
discontent that can undermine democratic values. Pinker’s take on the world, in both The 
Better Angels and in a subsequent 700-page tome published in 2018, Enlightenment Now: 
The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress, was the exact opposite. Both of 
Pinker’s books are panegyrics to capitalism, or more precisely to what Pinker dubs ‘gentle 
commerce’. Pinker goes so far as to deny, against the consensus of other social scientists, that 
economic inequality — that is poverty — is a form of violence, even though overwhelming 
evidence shows that such inequality leads to poor health outcomes and early deaths, a fact 


illustrated most recently and starkly in the epidemiological fate of Covid-19 victims in 
Britain and the United States. Moreover, inequalities can generate violence, as has become 
apparent over the past few decades when looking at just one aspect of the systemic racism 
that exists in many Western countries, the relationship between law enforcement agencies 
and ethnic communities. In a number of Western countries — Australia, Britain, France and 
the United States — minorities are often over-represented in both the numbers of incarcerated 
and the numbers killed by the police. It would surprise many people to know that the country 
with the highest rates of indigenous incarceration in the world is Australia.° 

In Pinker’s mind, socio-economic inequality, like violence, is a problem that can be and is 
being solved. If in The Better Angels we are now living in the most peaceful era in human 
history, in Enlightenment Now life is simply getting better all the time, due mostly to the 
global spread of what the author takes to be enlightened values. ‘We’ are much better off 
because of ‘Newborns who will live more than eight decades, markets overflowing with 
food, clean water that appears with a flick of a finger and waste that disappears with another, 
pills that erase a painful infection, sons who are not sent off to war, daughters who can walk 
the streets in safety, critics of the powerful who are not jailed or shot, the world’s knowledge 
and culture available in a shirt pocket’.* We leave to one side the question of who the ‘we’ is 
that he claims to speak for, but suffice it to say that from Pinker’s rosy vantage point, the 
signs of advancement towards a future conflict-free utopia are plain to see, including in the 
latest update of his iPhone. 


Pinker’s critics and his response 


Upon its publication a decade ago, Better Angels received divided reviews, some of them 
strongly favourable but many of them sharply critical. In contrast, Pinker’s follow-up book, 
Enlightenment Now, has been almost entirely panned, including in a number of long, scathing 
and exceptionally well-informed critiques by international authorities on the historical 
Enlightenment. Enlightenment Now lays bare the motivating ideology underpinning both 
Pinker works. Apparently not satisfied with the commercial success of Better Angels, Pinker 
seems to have been genuinely surprised and angered by his critics. Enlightenment Now is 
partly a response to these critics that attempts to tether Anglo-American free-market 
economics to his idea of Enlightenment values (i.e. science, progress and humanism). It must 
be frustrating that academics don’t see ‘reason’ as he does and simply accept the proposition 
that the world is getting steadily and demonstrably better, including less violent. Pinker’s 
explanation for the negative reaction to his latest treatise is to characterize his critics 
variously as nihilists, Marxists, post-modernists and anti-utopians. Indeed, Pinker rails 
against ‘intellectuals’ who ‘really hate progress. It’s not that they hate the fruits of progress. . 
. . It’s the idea of progress that rankles the chattering class’. The term, ‘chattering classes’ 
was coined in the 1970s by the conservative British journalist Auberon Waugh and 
popularized by President Richard Nixon; it is intended to denigrate commentators who 
disagree with you and who claim to speak with authority. 


Precisely because progress is one of Western civilization’s core ideas, its long and rich 
intellectual history has been written many times. As readers of these histories know, the idea 
of progress is extraordinarily fraught, both intellectually and ideologically. Historians have 
been at pains to point out that any ‘Whiggish’ interpretation of history and human progress — 
that is, the presentation of history as an inevitable and universal march towards greater 
freedom, democracy and Enlightenment — is bound to distort the historical reality and to 
misrepresent the enormous variations in both the pace and the nature of cultural change. It 
will come as no surprise that whether one thinks things are getting better or worse in the 
world very much depends on one’s personal perspective, and that in turn may very well 
depend on who you are and where you live. The Enlightenment, as Pinker understands it, has 
not spread to all parts of the world. We are not even going to raise at this point the profound 
question of whether civilization, including modern Western civilizations, necessarily rests on 
deep systemic violence for both its creation and maintenance. Others would argue contra- 
Pinker that if there has been demonstrable progress in the quality of human life, this has been 
as much in spite of as due to capitalism.° Others again, as is evident in the chapters by 
Caroline Elkins and Matthew Restall in this collection, highlight the proliferation of ‘crimes 
against humanity’ carried out by the Western powers against the indigenous peoples of the 
world, which were made possible principally by modern industry, technology and weaponry 
during the same time when, Pinker claims, violence has been ebbing in the Western world. 

Leaving all that to one side, Pinker’s tirade is surprisingly dismissive of academics who 
have spent their whole lives researching, teaching and publishing in their specialized fields, 
and who are lumped together as the ‘chattering classes’, ‘those who intellectualize for a 
living’. This is a bit much coming from a man who works at one of the world’s most 
prestigious universities and who has literally toured the world spruiking his thesis. The 
chattering classes are in fact Pinker’s fellow university professors, including two in this 
volume from his home institution, Harvard University. 

In some respects, Pinker’s emotive responses are a form of intellectual gaslighting, directed 
at those who question and criticize his methods, sources and conclusions.’ Rather than 
engage in an exchange of ideas — the very essence of the Enlightenment form of truth seeking 
— he caricatures and then ridicules those who engage with his ideas. As criticism of his two 
books has mounted, Pinker has gotten shriller and sillier. His critics, he charges, are part of a 
‘quasi-religious ideology . . . laced with misanthropy, including an indifference to starvation, 
an indulgence in ghoulish fantasies of a depopulated planet, and Nazi-like comparisons of 
human beings to vermin, pathogens, and cancer’.® Say what? And in an interview published 
in 2018 in The Guardian, he further bloviates: 


One of the surprises in presenting data on violence was the lengths to which people would 
go to deny it. When I presented graphs showing that rates of homicide had fallen by a factor 
of 50, that rates of death in war had fallen by a factor of more than 20, and rape and 
domestic violence and child abuse had all fallen, rather than rejoice, many audiences 
seemed to get increasingly upset. They racked their brains for ways in which things could 


not possibly be as good as the data suggested, including the entire category of questions that 
I regularly get: Isn’t X a form of violence? Isn’t advertising a form of violence ? Isn’t 


plastic surgery a form of violence? Isn’t obesity a form of violence?® 


This is the kind of hyperbole one finds in a culture war. It is also dishonest. No respected 
scholar has claimed that advertising, cosmetic surgery and obesity are forms of violence. The 
contributors in this volume, however, believe that any conscientious and ethically up-to-date 
account of violence in the past and present, especially one that claims comprehensive 
coverage, should include such human behavioural phenomena as interpersonal violence, 
environmental violence, violence against indigenous people, violence in prisons, human 
trafficking and cyber-violence, to cite only several omissions in Pinker’s world view. 

Truth be told, Pinker’s critics are not attacking him because they are perverse, or contrarian, 
or because they belong to an imaginary cabal of overeducated progress haters. In any field of 
secular knowledge, bold new theories or interpretations are invariably subjected to evaluation 
by a community of peers who rigorously examine its method, observations and findings. 
Some of these new interpretations (whether in physics, biology, psychology, history or the 
law) stand the test of time and become the shared consensus of knowledge. Others endure in 
part after being revised by critical input from fellow professionals, a process of intelligent re- 
evaluation that is ongoing. Yet others fade away under critical scrutiny. It is called ‘the 
scientific method’. Apparently, Pinker feels that his ideas are beyond the basic process of 
hypothesis testing. Instead of evaluating the idea content of his books, he has expected 
audiences just to ‘rejoice’ that, like some prophet or Prometheus-figure, he has delivered the 
truth to us about the past, present and future of humanity. 

Pinker characterizes his critics by charging that ‘To look at the data showing that violence 
has gone down and say “Violence has gone up” is to be delusional’.!° Using the language of 
psychopathology to dismiss a critic is something a professor of psychology should know 
better to do. The quite sane collection of historians in this book do, however, question in an 
altogether rational manner some of the assumptions Pinker makes, the accuracy of his data 
and, hence, the conclusions upon which his grand transhistorical thesis is based. They 
question whether violence, and especially violence across huge swathes of time, can in fact 
be measured accurately, not least because through history a great deal of interpersonal 
violence is hidden from public view and is grossly under-reported, and whether that violence 
can be compared meaningfully across myriad cultures. They question Pinker’s understanding 
of what violence is; they question whether we are biologically predisposed towards violence; 
and they object to the oversimplification of the subject. We do this precisely because we 
know that violence, in all of its multifarious manifestations, continues to be such a 
fundamental problem in the contemporary world and that to work towards its diminution 
requires an accurate and honest understanding of human aggression in our collective past. 

‘Reason’, like ‘progress’, is a major theme running through both The Better Angels and 
Enlightenment Now. To paraphrase the late seventeenth-century English political 
philosopher, John Locke, part of the problem is that Pinker confounds ‘judgment and 


opinion’, which is how Locke defined ‘reason’, with ‘knowledge and certainty’.'! 


Knowledge is an ever-evolving body of work; there can be no certainty in anything, and the 
publication of research outcomes can change overnight the way scholars think about a period, 
an object or an event. It is not only a question of keeping up to date with the most reliable 
information and the best analyses; it is also a matter of deep, carefully acquired knowledge of 
a subject and the debates in any particular field. Pinker patently does neither of these things. 


Statistics and the past 


In the current age of overspecialization, books with a panoramic scope and big new ideas that 
attract a general readership are admirable cultural accomplishments. As our opening citations 
of Diamond, Piketty and Harrari suggest, we ourselves are enthusiastic readers of the best 
works in this genre. That is why we believe that while Pinker’s popularity is perhaps 
understandable, it deserves rebuttal from the very community of experts who are trained and 
tasked to study the past professionally. At its core, Pinker’s arguments (as the subtitle of 
Better Angels indicates) are historical; this is why the contributors to this collection are 
historians or historically oriented anthropologists or sociologists. All of them take offence at 
seeing their field mishandled. In places, our language might appear strong, but the stakes are 
high. We do not lightly seek a polemic. Some of our colleagues would rather not engage with 
Pinker in the belief that his work does not warrant a response; but to not do so would be to 
leave the field open to someone who uses the rhetoric of science irresponsibly in the pursuit 
of a particular agenda that is neither acknowledged nor proven. 

As is amply demonstrated by the essays in this collection, there are a multitude of 
objections to Pinker’s thesis. The first has to do with his use of statistics. This is a recurring 
criticism that appears in a number of chapters throughout this collection.'* As Dag Lindstrom 
points out in his chapter, Pinker’s use of statistics is sometimes on solid ground, but it is 
often based on limited and problematic evidence. Despite the discourse of science and 
objectivity that Pinker deploys, his use of quantitative data throughout Better Angels is 
shockingly shoddy. Pinker considers his figures in absolute terms, that is, as though ‘facts’ 
are hard and fast and cannot be questioned. He presents himself as someone who ‘soundly 
appraise[s] the state of the world’, by counting.'° His unexamined assumption is that the data 
by definition is accurate and numbers ‘speak for themselves’, when, as many of the authors 
in this collection decisively demonstrate, it is often neither accurate and representative nor 
self-evident. Even Pinker admits that ‘it is legitimate to question how accurate and 
representative the numbers truly are’.!4 

Like many of the eighteenth-century European Enlightenment thinkers whom Pinker lauds, 
we are sceptical; we take with more than a pinch of salt anyone who presents their findings 
with the kind of conviction — if not blind faith — in the idea of neutral, value-free statistics. To 
paraphrase the most famous of those Enlightenment philosophes, Voltaire, ‘at least confess 
you are as ignorant as I am’.!° The main challenge is not that statistical information about 
historical violence is inherently faulty; it is rather that what he measures is frequently 


shifting, partial and often hugely under-reported. Linda Fibiger points to Pinker’s misuse of a 
single archaeological site — Vedbaek in Denmark — where twenty-one human skeletons have 
been uncovered dating from the Mesolithic era (from about 13,000 to 4,000 BC), and in 
which there is some evidence of violent deaths. Pinker concludes that the site is 
representative of all prehistory. That is problematic to say the least, especially if you start to 
compare it with other regions in the world. In Britain, for example, human remains for the 
Mesolithic are rare and often incomplete. You cannot, therefore, make a generalization about 
all of human prehistory based on the findings of one or even a few sites, especially when 
information surrounding these societies and these deaths is lacking. 

Even in our own era, in advanced technocratic countries where bureaucracies keep good 
records, statistics can be incomplete or flawed. These are what are referred to as ‘dark 
figures’, unrecorded or undiscovered crime. Take, as any number of countless possible 
examples, sexual assault and drink-fuelled violence. Despite what Pinker says about rates of 
sexual assault declining over the years, the number of rape cases has actually increased, and 
as Joanna Bourke in this collection maintains, they are greater now than during the Middle 
Ages.'© Moreover, drink-fuelled violence that occurs on weekends in big cities involving 
people who end up in accident and emergency departments is also prevalent but largely 
under-reported. Even when it is reported, it almost never ends up in court. In one particular 
survey of an emergency department in a British hospital, the incidence of domestic violence 
— women assaulted in their own home, usually after an argument — was higher than that 
reported in the British Crime Surveys, while most other assaults involving alcohol-fuelled 
violence took place in the street or in pubs and nightclubs.” There is no doubt that a survey 
of any similar emergency ward in any large modern city would provide comparable figures of 
higher rates of violence than that reported by police departments. A fundamental skill of the 
professional historian is to assess and acknowledge the nature of their source material, and 
therefore what sorts of knowledge about the human past can and cannot be gleaned 
responsibly from it. 

Pinker virtually never questions his own data or indeed the sources he uses. This habit is so 
egregious that at times it is difficult to know whether he accepts every account he reads that 
serves his purpose, or whether some of it is tongue-in-cheek. Again, one famous example 
must suffice. Early in The Better Angels, Pinker refers to the Old Testament story of Cain 
killing his brother, Abel. “With a world population of exactly four’, Pinker quips, ‘that works 
out to a homicide rate of 25 per cent, which is about a thousand times higher than the 
equivalent rates in Western countries today’. Although Pinker knows the Biblical story not to 
be true, he insists on citing it as factual, rather than symbolic, just to illustrate his main thesis 
that ‘sensibilities towards violence’ have changed over time. How exactly is anyone’s guess 
and is in any event a complete misreading of the Bible from both a literary and a historical 
perspective. 

A further lesson about this topic can be drawn from Sara Butler’s chapter. When it suits his 
argument, all material is uncritically accepted by Pinker; in a parallel move, any 
contradictory or disconfirming evidence he consistently ignores, dismisses or rejects. Let us 


take as an example the Spanish Inquisition, which Pinker claims killed 350,000 people. This 
is totally erroneous. As any scholar of early modern Europe now knows, what is called the 
Spanish Inquisition was much less punitive than was once thought, although just how 
punitive it was is a matter of contention. One historian estimates that during the 350-year 
period that was the Inquisition (from around 1478 to 1834), about 1.8 per cent of those who 
were brought to trial were actually executed across the whole of the Spanish Empire from 
Sicily to Peru. That admittedly comes to a total figure of around 810 executions, even if 
many thousands more death sentences were passed. It is a death rate that was actually lower 
than the courts in the rest of Europe. That figure has been suggested by the historian Joseph 
Pérez, a leading authority on the subject.!® What is odd about this is that Pinker actually cites 
Pérez in a footnote, which leads one to wonder if he either missed the figure in question or if 
he is cherry-picking higher estimates because they buttre ss his argument. This is an old, 
transparent tactic: dramatize your point, and contrast it as sharply as possible with its 
negative opposite, even if that requires parody, simplification or distortion. 


Other forms of violence 


Another example of Pinker’s fast-and-loose use of ‘data’ is modern slavery and human 
trafficking. In The Better Angels, Pinker blithely dismisses any concerns one might have 
about human trafficking in our own time with the assertion that there can be no comparison 
between it and the Atlantic slave trade, meaning that the latter event is exponentially more 
violent than the former. The Atlantic slave trade involved millions of people, predominantly 
sub-Saharan Africans, being kidnapped from their homelands and transported under horrific 
conditions to the faraway Americas and into a form of lifelong physical bondage from which 
there was no escape. In contrast, he states, modern-day human trafficking is usually not for 
life and is often imbricated in contemporary migration movements.!? 

Regions with poverty, armed conflict and high numbers of displaced people are the best 
recruiting grounds for coerced labour today as are women, adolescents and children without 
parents. Because of the shadowy nature of the activity, it is difficult to obtain exact figures. 
According to the latest statistics by the International Labour Organization (ILO) and the 
Walk Free Foundation, there are more than 40 million people in the world today who are 
‘forced to work, through fraud or threat of violence, for no pay beyond subsistence’.”° This is 
what the ILO calls the ‘underside of globalization’. Around 30 per cent are trafficked for sex, 
while 70 per cent are in situations of forced labour. There is no doubt that what Harold 
Hongju Koh calls ‘the new global slave trade’ flourishes today and that it continues to evolve 
in order to cater to rising consumer demand in the world for cheap goods and cheap sex. 
Each year it generates many billions of dollars in profits and is judged one of the fastest 
growing transnational criminal businesses. Migrant smuggling is a related illegal practice and 
source of injury and death. 

‘Today, of course, slavery is illegal for everyone’, Pinker states, as if this mere 
pronouncement will make the problem vanish.*! But laws express legislative and 


humanitarian ideals, not realities. The European Union, the United Nations, the US Senate 
and State Department, and religious leaders of the Anglican, Buddhist, Hindu, Jewish and 
Muslim faiths have all recognized and issued proclamations against the trafficking of human 
beings in our own time. To contain the counterevidence to his thesis that our time is the most 
peaceful ever in the history of humanity, he is compelled to dismiss or downplay new forms 
of violence that were not recorded in the past. The evidence of these practices that is 
provided by researchers working on the problem, Pinker asserts, is ‘pulled out of thin air and 
inflated for their advocacy value’, mainly the expression of an overheated moral crusade. 
Because today we do not find Africans who are physically in chains being sold openly in the 
marketplaces of Charleston, Havana or Rio di Janeiro, he ignores other forms of human 
enslavement. This manoeuvre is perhaps made easier for him because the most active regions 
of trafficking today include West Africa, the Arabian Peninsula and Southeast Asia, that is, 
sites outside of the West. 

In a related irony, Pinker appears oblivious to the short-term and long-term psychological 
damage inflicted on victims by the various trafficking industries, an omission that is a wee bit 
problematic coming from one of the world’s most prominent professors of psychology. The 
whole concept of psychological violence — that is, trauma induced in a wartime or civilian 
setting — is absent from Pinker’s purportedly comprehensive account of violence in our time. 
Pinker’s idea of violence is, in fact, quite narrow, and is limited to actual physical, intentional 
violence. That is why Mark Micale has elsewhere highlighted much of what is left out — 
colonial violence and violence against indigenous peoples, as well as violence of an 
environmental, biological or technological nature.** And, of course, there are the billions of 
animals that are slaughtered every year, often in inhumane conditions (no irony intended), in 
order to satisfy consumer demands for cheap meat and the fast-food industry. These sorts of 
numbers sit uncomfortably with the idea that we are living in the most peaceful era in human 
history. It’s this kind of nexus between violence towards nature and violence towards 
humans, forcefully underlined by Corey Ross in this collection, as the planet faces a surge of 
‘environmental violence’, that helps us see violence in another light. 

The examples we have adduced earlier highlight what specialists working in the field of 
violence studies would consider a fundamental problem with Pinker’s overall approach. He 
sees violence as a Static thing that can always be measured. Scholars, on the other hand, see 
violence as a process that morphs in time as societal attitudes change, as what was once 
acceptable becomes no longer acceptable, as violence, used as a tool, is adapted and shaped 
to meet different ends in different circumstances. Forms and practices of violence change, 
and new technology often enhances its intensity, as the history of modern warfare illustrates 
all too well. 

In a parallel fashion, the internet has become a site of child sexual exploitation in ways that 
few of us care to realize and certainly in ways that never existed even a decade ago. Online 
trading and sharing of images and videos of children being sexually abused and tortured has 
increased dramatically over the last twenty years. Indeed, the problem has skyrocketed since 
2014 when it was thought the number of images reached the million mark. As of 2018, tech 


co mpanies identified over 45 million images and videos of children being sexually abused 
on the internet, some as young as three or four years of age, some even younger. Since 
around 2000, sex abuse scandals have roiled religious, educational, and _ athletic 
organizations, and in recent years high-profile national scandals have come to the fore in 
Ireland, Australia, and the United States, among many other locations. These criminal 
abusive practices were previously unseen, unreported, and undocumented; they therefore are 
treated dismissively in Pinker’s feel-good story about the decline of violence in the world 
today. 

Does the avalanche of new coverage of this subject in our own time indicate that there are 
more paedophiles in the world or that such people can now gain access to material more 
easily or that more such criminal acts are reported to authorities? Does that mean more 
children are being abused and assaulted than ever before? It is difficult to determine. Pinker, 
however, again thinks he knows for sure; he argues that human rights’ watchdogs just look 
harder and in more places for abuse.*? ‘We can be misled into thinking that there is more 
abuse to detect’, and he assures us that historical levels of sexual and physical abuse of 
children are on the way down.** This is another example of a manifestation of violence 
whose terrible extent has only recently been discovered and documented. What we can say 
with some degree of certainty is that criminal elements — including those spreading hate 
speech and terrorist propaganda — have been able to exploit the internet exponentially in 
ways that largely avoid most forms of prosecution. It cannot, however, be excluded from a 
comprehensive accounting of violence in our own time. 


Interpreting history and violence 


Yet another objection to Pinker’s history is that he treats all past atrocities equally, as if the 
only thing that mattered was the death count. These atrocities, in all their enormous variety, 
are wrenched out of their defining historical context, and neither the period during which 
they occurred nor the surrounding cultural circumstances are given any consideration. In his 
chapter on indigenous violence in the Americas in this collection, Matthew Restall points out 
that the all-too-familiar claim that the Aztecs sacrificed forty people a day in gory public 
rituals is nonsense, while the long-standing religious meaning of human sacrifice within 
Mesoamerican societies is completely ignored. Pinker even analyses in similarly simplistic 
terms historical events that readers tend to be much more familiar with. Proportionally 
speaking, according to Pinker, the Second World War was the ninth-deadliest conflict of all 
time, whereas the Arab slave trade and the Atlantic slave trade rank as No. 3 on his hit list of 
world historical atrocities. 

Now, not only is comparing distant and very different time periods problematic in general — 
recall Pinker’s own refusal to contemplate modern slavery on those very grounds — but it is a 
failure to consider the crucial historical conditions and circumstances surrounding those two 
vastly different events. The Second World War occurred over a concentrated six-year period 
in the second quarter of the twentieth century in Europe and the Far East during which the 


cataclysmic events that were Auschwitz, Dresden and Hiroshima unfolded. The Atlantic 
slave trade triangulated Western Europe, sub-Saharan Africa, North and South America and 
the circum-Caribbean. It extended over hundreds of years, and its main motivation was 
economic gain. No two historical events are ever equivalent, but the Second World War and 
the Atlantic slave trade are surely apples and oranges. If we want to measure the depth and 
significance of a past event of mass violence, it defies logic to simply compare the number of 
deaths involved. It is also disconcerting to find that some events, like deaths of the twentieth- 
century world wars, are judged relative to world population, whereas rates of death in 
warfare in non-state and state societies are not.*° 

Surely, killing rates in the past, insofar as they are knowable, are one, but only one, 
indication of both the intensity and horror of a particular event. The Holocaust serves as a 
glaring example. Astoundingly, Pinker discounts the Nazi genocide as a central or even 
significant event in the development of long-term human violence by hiding the atrocity in 
world population figures. Ten or eleven million people killed in Nazi concentration camps in 
the span of only a few years may not seem like much as a proportion of the world’s 
population. The Holocaust takes on an entirely different perspective if comprehended as a 
proportion of the population of Central and Eastern Europe. Worse still, Pinker argues that 
the ‘hemoclysm’ — an odd term that Pinker draws from the self-proclaimed ‘atrocitologist’, 
Matthew White, to denote the mid-twentieth-century world wars — was a ‘fluke’.*© Yes, a 
fluke, part of the random distribution of wars that were somehow an exception to the rule. 
Apart from the fact that such a view is highly offensive, scholars across the disciplinary 
spectrum would beg to differ. Here is the sociologist SiniSa Malesevic: 


The twentieth-century casualties of inter-polity violence total more than 120 million and, as 
such, they constitute around two-thirds of all war deaths for the last five thousand years on 
this planet. Simply put, in the last hundred years we moderns have killed twenty-two times 
more individuals than our precursors did in 4,900 years. Hence, the modern age is the true 


age of mass slaughter.*’ 


Some of the finest thinkers of the past seventy-five years have tried to ponder the moral 
meaning of this event of state-sponsored mass violence against civilians. For Pinker, the 
Holocaust is only a statistical-historical aberration. 

There is more to it than that, however. Pinker’s overarching narrative is based on the thesis 
of a German sociologist, Norbert Elias, called the ‘civilizing process’. To sum up a complex 
thesis in one sentence is unfair to Elias, who is crucial to Pinker’s thesis, both to explain 
declining rates of violence and to convey a general sense of ‘moral progress’. But as Dwyer 
and Roberts-Pedersen demonstrate in their chapter, Elias is anything but the unheard-of 
scholar Pinker takes credit for pulling out of obscurity. Not only h as Elias inspired a 
generation of scholars who have produced a whole body of work, most of which seems to 
have passed over Pinker’s head, but the ‘civilizing process’ as a theoretical explanation is 
used quite uncritically by Pinker to support his interpretation of violence in human history. 

Let’s point to two problems. First, one of the biggest criticisms of Elias’ ‘civilizing 


process’, one which was also directed at Pinker, is that it is Western centric. When Pinker 
talks of the world, he is generally referring to Western industrialized nations. The histories of 
the rest of the world, as the contributions by Michael Wert, Nancy Kollman, and Eric Weitz 
clearly demonstrate, do not follow Pinker’s unilinear trajectory. They are emblematic of a 
bigger problem in that Pinker’s schema does not work for non-Western parts of the globe. 


Second, scholars who have used the ‘civilizing process’ have always assumed that violence 


and civility are mutually exclusive, and that indeed they are diametrically opposed forces.7® 


History tells us that this is simply not so, and a case in point is the SS. The leaders of the 
Einsatzgruppen, the special mobile killing units on the Eastern front during the Second 
World War, responsible for the deaths of anywhere between 1.5 and 2 million people, were a 
highly cultivated, highly educated elite within the cadres of the Nazi party.*? When looking at 
the biographies of these men, it is difficult to see how people like Pinker can maintain that 
‘civility’ leads to a decrease in violence. 

Can these disparities in interpreting history be explained as mainly differences in 
perspective? Perhaps to some degree. Asking if we think society is better or worse than 
before, more or less violent than in the past, is after all a classic ‘glass half full or half empty’ 
question. A recent article in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, however, 
suggests that as population scales up, per capita casualties of violence scale down, regardless 
of governance, shared commerce or technology.” Pinker discounts this argument because it 
only looks at one kind of violence and doesn’t explain what he believes to be an overall 
decline. A different perspective can help explain why modern conflicts don’t involve as many 
people in modern societies as in the past, even without considering the great increase in the 
lethality of modern warfare over the past century. 

During the Cold War, there was a shift away from wars between nation states to civil wars. 
Most of the wars that have been fought since 1944 — and there have been over 140 of them — 
have been ‘small’ but protracted and very bloody civil wars that involve the so-called great 
powers only indirectly. Syria is a case in point, with the United States, Russia, Iran and Saudi 
Arabia all fighting directly or indirectly. Far more people die in the aftermaths of civil war 
than during the conflict itself as a result of disease, lack of food and shelter, and suicide.*! 
The fact that modern wars result in fewer casualties does not mean that violence is in decline, 
only that the nature of warfare has dramatically evolved. Some see these smaller conflicts as 
‘New Wars’ characterized by the privatization of the military, the ability of rebel armies to 
finance their activities through the selling of drugs or natural resources, and the apparent loss 
of the monopoly of violence by states.** Pinker, on the other hand, seems to think that war, 
like violence, is a constant phenomenon throughout history. The fact that wars now have 
lower casualty rates is not a symptom of a more peaceful era, but rather it is indicative of a 
highly professionalized (small armies have replaced millions of conscripts) and a highly 
technologized military (think of drone strikes).°° 

It is all too easy to judge the past from our own perspectives. When we see through the eyes 
of the modern West, all violence becomes cruel, barbarous and sadistic. As a result, there is a 


certain victimization of people at the receiving end of violence, whether ‘legal’ and justified, 
as in the case of the execution of someone condemned to death for murder, or in the case of a 
Mesoamerican sacrificed to the gods in Tenochtitlan, even if they have gone to their deaths 
willingly. This implicit victimization, which runs throughout Pinker’s books, prevents us 
from understanding the past through the eyes of others. 

Consider a more particular historical example, the suicide-murder of Margrethe 


Christensdatter, a Danish woman who in 1741 decided to murder a nine-year-old girl, rather 


than commit suicide, knowing that she would be found guilty and executed for her crime.** 


In mid-eighteenth-century Denmark, suicide-murders were religiously motivated; the 
perpetrators feared hell if they committed suicide but understood that if found guilty of 
murder and condemned to death, their souls would be saved as long as they were true 
Christian believers. That is why Margrethe had no fears or doubts when she mounted the 
scaffold. Just as interesting are the remarks of a young pastor, Henrik Gerner, who witnessed 
her execution and later wrote in his memoirs: 


This was of course a revolting event, and God save any honourable person from such 
destiny; but nevertheless there is something good, evang elical and pleasant in it, and it isa 
great example of the faithful shepherd’s unending forbearance and patience in saving the 
lost souls. 


In this instance, the person being executed is not the victim of a brutal state apparatus bent on 
showing its raw power but an individual who uses the state for their own spiritual salvation. 
Similarly, sixteenth-century magistrates during the Reformation who ordered the torture and 
execution of fellow Christians deemed heretical, believed themselves to be acting from the 
highest motives of Christian charity.*° The historical figure of Margrethe is not just a statistic: 
her story becomes comprehensible only with contextual knowledge. 

These kinds of insights transform our understanding of the past and demonstrate that when 
historians study violence through the eyes of contemporary witnesses, they end up posing a 
very different set of questions. What actually is violence (nowhere posed or answered in The 
Better Angels)? How do people perceive it in different time-place settings? What is its 
purpose and function? What were contemporary attitudes towards violence and how did 
sensibilities shift over time? Is violence always ‘bad’ or can there be ‘good’ violence, 
violence that is regenerative and creative? If Pinker had seriously engaged with any of those 
questions, we would have had a much more credible, sophisticated and interesting book. 

To be clear, no one, least of all the professional student of history, disagrees that the past 
was violent. Medieval law recommended public executions, burning, branding, blinding, 
drowning and castration for felonies, and all devout Christians were encouraged to attend 
executions as a deterrent from choosing a criminal lifestyle. If violence is a learned trait, 
medieval men certainly learned it at home. Christians were encouraged to commit acts of 
self-violence in the form of flagellation and starvation, while husbands were expected to 
discipline their wives, children and servants. But as with human prehistory, Pinker 
ludicrously exaggerates the violence that took place during the European Middle Ages. There 


were tremendous variations across the whole of the continent during this thousand-year 
epoch. Public executions, for instance, did not attract mass crowds and did not become public 
spectacles until the late Early Modern period. Executions were rare and small affairs, and the 
witnesses took part in a sort of Christian drama of salvation, as we have seen in the tragedy 
of Margrethe, in which both the condemned and the witnesses had defined roles as the 
condemned person’s soul was reconciled with the Christian community before death. As a 
matter of historical fact, we cannot even say with any certitude that people in the Middle 
Ages were ‘more violent’ or ‘less violent’ than we are today. 


Conclusion 


Raw data, as we have been at pains to point out, is only made meaningful through 
interpretation, a basic truism that seems to elude Pinker. Numbers rarely ‘speak for 
themselves’. In 2018, the Violence Research Centre at Cambridge University released an 
intriguing digital map. The map carefully plots murders that took place in London between 
1300 and 1340.°° The data was gathered by historians from the Coroners’ Rolls — the legal 
records of investigations into ‘unnatural deaths’, including homicides, suicides and 
accidents.°’ The map plots 142 deaths over that forty-year period in a city that the map’s 
researchers estimate to be around 80,000 people. The number of yearly deaths then fluctuated 
between 13 and 22 per year, with an average of 16 annual deaths over the four decades. If we 
accept the population figure of 80,000, then we come to a homicide rate of around 20 in 
100,000. Interestingly, Manuel Eisner, one of the project’s team members, is a good deal 
more circumspect about his conclusions on the map’s web page than he has been in media 
interviews. On the internet site, we read that the rate is ‘about 15-20 times more than what 
we would expect in a UK city of equal size in our times, but a lot lower than the rates that are 
currently found in some of the most violent cities in the world’. Another historian, Warren 
Brown, has looked at historical data on violence across England and has come to a different 
conclusion. As ‘counterintuitive’ as it might seem, he argues that 


thirteenth-century England as a whole was not significantly more violent than the US or EU 
around the turn of the twenty-first century. Warwick may have been thirteenth-century 
England’s Washington DC, while Bristol suffered homicide rates only slightly higher than 
many places in the modern EU. All of this is to say that while much of the US or EU 
experiences far less violence than much of thirteenth-century England, some city dwellers 
in the United States and some inhabitants of Russia endure about the same level. And some 
parts of thirteenth-century England experienced levels of violence little different from those 


found in much of the west today.*® 


Brown further concludes, as do many of the contributors to this volume, that medieval 
societies, indeed one could argue all past societies, were differently violent. That is, violence 
was used differently in different situations, according to what was considered acceptable and 
what was not. The question then is not ‘how violent was such and such a period’, but rather, 


‘how was such and such a period violent?’ 

Readers might consider the debates between Pinker and the growing chorus of his critics to 
be primarily a disparity in how different knowledge fields do their work, or a difference in 
ideas, or of conceptions of humanity. There may be some truth to this observation. We have 
been at pains, however, to point out that Pinker — despite his hard data, just-the-facts rhetoric 
—has a hidden ideological agenda, one with powerful present-day implications. His work is a 
defence of neoliberalism and the capitalist world system, of the overwhelming benefits of the 
free-market and Western civilization. Now, one can argue that capita lism, democracy and 
free trade have brought tremendous gains to the West, but it is equally undeniable that those 
gains have been achieved at the expense of the rest of the world, an exploitation that 
continues today. Many of today’s conflicts in Africa are intimately connected with global 
capitalism. 

In Pinker’s mind, Western civilization and capitalism are inherently good, rather than 
violent, unequal and unjust. Violence is an aberration, but never a symptom of capitalism’s 
relentless, global ascent. This book critiques Pinker not because his overarching thesis that 
life today is less violent than before is necessarily wrong. It may well be the case for some 
people living in some places of the Western World, including the sphere that Pinker 
personally inhabits, but we do not have a fundamentally pessimistic view of human nature. 
We do not believe, in contrast to Pinker, that violence is innate, nor do we believe in a view 
of the world that sees humans as intrinsically violent. As such, we offer these chapters in the 
best spirit of critical questioning and inquiry that was the core of the Enlightenment project. 
If The Better Angels and Enlightenment Now are history, they are very bad history. The best 
response to the attention these books have unfortunately attracted seems clear: to assemble a 
generous sampling of scholarship by an international cast of distinguished historians who 
demonstrate the work of true historical scholarship at its finest. 
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The inner demons of The Better Angels of Our Nature 


Daniel Lord Smail 


In the final stages of preparing this chapter for publication, I had an illuminating exchange 
with a colleague in the field of evolutionary psychology whose work I admire and respect. I 
had asked him whether he would be kind enough to read and fact-check several paragraphs 
that provide a short overview of recent trends in the field of evolutionary psychology. Those 
paragraphs seemed fine to him, which was good. But his email closed on an odd note, for he 
mentioned that he was a ‘bit sad’ to read my critique of The Better Angels of Our Nature. The 
use of the word brought me up short. I felt that I had made an interesting case, grounded in 
argument and evidence, to the effect that the tools used by Pinker to measure the decline of 
violence are inadequate to the task. What was there to be sad about? 

However trivial this exchange, it demonstrates how the polarization of the political sphere 
today has settled into the sphere of knowledge, dividing the humanities from the sciences. 
Studies by psychologists have demonstrated the degree to which people evaluate truth claims 
not so much by evidence as by the degree to which those claims are consonant with social 
goals and political affiliations.' In this case, my colleague probably felt sad because he 
learned that I belonged to the other tribe. On my side, I felt that my reasoned arguments were 
like popguns aimed against the wall of faith that surrounds the enduring belief in the decline 
of violence. 

Faith in the decline-of-violence thesis is widespread in the general public. The popularity of 
the best-selling Better Angels arose because it told people something they already wanted to 
believe in. In Western societies, belief in the decline of violence is rooted in Hobbesian 
understandings about the brutishness of primitive societies. It is a prominent theme in some 
of the earliest history textbooks and readers, first published more than a century ago. Belief 
in the decline of violence was further amplified in the twentieth century by theories such as 
the ‘killer ape’ hypothesis proposed by Raymond Dart, the paleoanthropologist who helped 
found the new field of African paleoanthropology starting in the 1920s.* The belief is 
particularly strong among certain members of the scientific community for whom the decline 
of violence is a component of a broader belief in the existence and goodness of progress. 

Once upon a time, historians also believed in progress, and felt it was their duty to heap 
praise upon it, especially in textbooks and curricula that extolled the values of Western 
civilization. But we have for the most part lost this sunny sense of optimism. As a graduate 


student in the late 1980s, I was taught that the first serious doubts about progress arose in the 
wake of the Holocaust, as historians began to confront the horrors of the Nazi era and found 
that they could not be squared with a belief in Western civilization. More recent trends in 
historiography, I am told, point to the shocking calamities of the Great War as the moment 
when scholars began to raise the first doubts about the idea of progress.* To indigenous 
peoples today, of course, progress, as defined by Westerners, was never more than convenient 
excuse for taking their land. In the same way that one person’s justice is another person’s 
vengeance, progress exists only in the eye of the beholder. One of the things that history 
never used to do very well was to see things from others’ points of view. In recent decades, 
we have done a lot better, and the lessons we have gained have been sobering. 

To cast doubt upon the possibility of progress is not to question the fact of change. In living 
systems, change is common and easy to explain; what’s hard to explain is stasis. Many trends 
in the human past, moreover, have the appearance of directionality, in part because many 
kinds of change are associated with a path that is taken from which there is no turning back. 
There is a significant difference, for example, between the human world of the Pleistocene 
and the human world of today. But change is not progress. Progress is a moral claim, to the 
effect that today’s world is better than the world of the past. In the same way that no 
palaeontologist would ever claim that today’s creatures are better than dinosaurs, fewer and 
fewer historians are inclined to say that today’s world is morally better than the past. 

A belief in moral progress, in point of fact, is an outlier in Western historiography, since 
Western historians writing before the nineteenth century rarely assumed that there had been 
any moral progress over time. Only in the second half of the nineteenth century was the 
concept of progress brought into the narratives of history in a serious way. This being the 
case, the field of history has been retreating from the idea of progress for about as long as it 
upheld that idea. But when history began to shed the vision of progress and abandon the 
Western civilization course through which it had once been mediated, it created a serious 
interpretive vacuum for people whose moral cosmology relies on a belief in progress. If you 
happen to believe in the values of Western civilization, it must have been disturbing to 
discover that historians were no longer willing to peddle it. Who, then, will be your 
champion? Who will hold firm in the belief in progress when the historians have abandoned 
it? 

In 2011, Steven Pinker took up the mantle with the publication of The Better Angels of Our 
Nature, and has since developed those arguments further in Enlightenment Now: The Case 
for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress.* Both books offer a spirited defence of 
Western civilization and do so through the writing of history. I open my door to anyone who 
believes that the study of the past can bring clarity. Like most of my colleagues in the 
profession, I don’t believe that history should belong only to the historians. As the chapters in 
this volume demonstrate, some historians have bristled at Pinker’s efforts to make a 
contribution to history, but this is not because historians are inhospitable. The problem is that 
Pinker is indifferent to the basic tenets of academic hospitality, like a guest who tracks mud 
into the house, puts his feet on the table and spills ash on the carpet. These violations of 


hospitality seem peculiar, given Pinker’s belief in the civilizing function of manners. Much 
of his recent work has an equally paradoxical quality. He deploys a set of heuristic devices — 
that is to say, images and motifs which are designed to evoke visceral responses — instead of 
careful and reasoned analyses. He argues so passionately on behalf of reason that he cannot 
see how he treats his opponents with the violence and contempt that by his own argument are 
qualities appropriate to the barbaric human past. 

Inspired by the dichotomy that informs Better Angels, I shall divide these remarks into two 
sections, the first of which addresses some of the book’s excellent qualities. Like Pinker, I 
believe that the brain—body system is an actor in the making of history, and have long been 
an admirer and user of some of Pinker’s prior scholarship. Where Pinker draws on his own 
expertise in the cognitive sciences, there is much to commend in the book. But Better Angels 
is also characterized by some inner demons. These arise when the author’s passion for his 
subject overwhelms his capacity to do due diligence when it comes to researching and 
understanding the human past. 


The better angels of Better Angels 


In the second half of the nineteenth century, in the wake of the time revolution that 
accompanied the 1859 publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, the bottom 
dropped out from the world’s chronology, leaving European historians teetering on the edge 
of the vast abyss of time.° Nineteenth-century European cosmology was a brittle thing, so 
tightly strung onto the 6,000-year time frame allotted by interpretations of the Book of 
Genesis that the discovery of deep time should have shattered that cosmology into a thousand 
shards. That it did not is one of the most remarkable happenings in the history of Western 
historiography. Between 1850 and 1950, the short chronology of shallow history was not 
abandoned. Instead, it was translated into a secular key, as the origins of human history were 
moved from the biblical Garden of Eden to ancient Mesopotamia. This sleight of hand 
allowed Euro-American historians to avoid the difficult task of learning how to narrate 
human history in deep time. 

This shift was never more than a stop-gap solution. By arbitrarily dividing the full span of 
human history into two non-communicating phases, the time of biology and the time of 
history, Western historians succeeded for a while in preserving the 6,000-year chronology. 
They did so, however, at the cost of losing sight of the rest of human time. In recent years, 
the inadequacy of a chronological framework that excludes the human Pleistocene has 
become increasingly clear. The stories we tell about a number of topics — including gender, 
social hierarchy, poverty, material culture and the environment, indigeneity, trust, religion 
and many others — cannot be adequately told without reference to the deep human past. 

In recent years, some historians have begun to propose new ways to link humanity’s deep 
past with the present, and their work has joined a veritable flood of books written by non- 
historians.® At its best, Better Angels makes an original contribution to this literature, using 
the history of violence as an organizing thread. The narrative arc of Better Angels is 


dominated by the trope of decline, in this case the decline of violence, and, like all narrative 
arcs, this one is based on quantitative claims. This brings us to one of the most interesting 
methodological challenges associated with the writing of humanity’s deep history, namely the 
fact that the evidence we use necessarily changes across the long span of human time, in the 
hand-off from palaeontology and human evolutionary biology to archaeology and history. 
How do we commensurate findings based on evidence drawn from independent lines of 
inquiry? 

Pinker rises to the challenge by offering a single proxy for violence, namely the rate of 
homicide or violent death, and then attempting to marshal all available data, regardless of 
domain or methodology, in order to measure change over time. Scientists use a ‘proxy’ 
whenever the thing they want to measure is not itself directly measurable. By way of 
example, we cannot measure actual temperatures in previous eras of earth’s history, but we 
can extrapolate changes in temperature from the changing ratio of oxygen isotopes found in 
oceanic cores. Violence, in much the same way, is not directly measurable, hence the need for 
a proxy. Some archaeologists and anthropologists have expressed reservations about the 
reliability of the data he uses to describe rates of violent death in the earliest historical 
periods, as discussed by Linda Fibiger in her chapter in this volume.’ As a medieval 
historian, I have no particular objection to the claim that the homicide rate in later medieval 
Europe was high relative to today. My own concer, described further on in this chapter, 
addresses the appropriateness of a proxy that excludes the many forms of structural violence, 
often non-lethal, that afflict women, the poor an d the disempowered. But either way, this is a 
good and healthy debate. To reiterate, Better Angels offers a bold new model for linking the 
many eras of the human past into a single history. 

As suggested earlier, the narrative arc of Better Angels is defined by decline. This isn’t 
entirely accurate as a characterization, however, because Pinker also deploys a very different 
type of narrative explanation based on a form I shall call the ‘slider’. Let me explain. The 
‘better angels’ and ‘inner demons’ of the book are heuristic devices for conveying more 
complex ideas. The first term refers to the human capacity for cooperation, altruism and 
empathy; its counterpart describes the human propensity for tribal hostility, suspicion and 
violence. Both predispositions, according to Pinker, emerged in the evolutionary past.® But 
although all humans have the weird capacity to be both angels and demons at the same time, 
the intensity of the predisposition is variable. To a significant degree, environmental or 
cultural circumstances are able to play up the angels and play down the demons, or vice 
versa. 

Now array these predispositions at the ends of a single behavioural spectrum and add a 
slider that can be moved left or right, depending on biographical or historical circumstances. 
Any individual will be located somewhere on the spectrum. More interestingly, you can 
characterize whole populations by averaging the propensities of all the individuals in the 
group. This is a dramatically simplified reduction of a complicated situation, of course, but it 
makes the point. The central historical explanation of Better Angels describes a movement of 
the slider from violence to peace. 


From time to time, I find myself discussing this interesting argument with students and 
colleagues. Almost invariably, it turns out that no one gets the basic idea. The reason, I think, 
is that Pinker’s critics often view him as a genetic determinist, as someone who believes that 
genes make us do things in the absence of free will. But this critique is not accurate, at least 
where Better Angels is concerned. The arguments of the book, instead, are built on the claim 
that culture matters. In particular, Pinker claims that the forces responsible for moving the 
slider from the demonic towards the angelic can be located in the cultural changes associated 
with the rise of civility, manners and education in the West. There was nothing preordained 
about this, and no guarantee that the slider, henceforward, will remain on the angelic side. 
‘Declines in violence’, Pinker argues in a sentence that is often not noticed by his critics, ‘are 
caused by political, economic, and ideological conditions that take hold in particular cultures 
at particular times. If the conditions reverse, violence could go right back up’.? Far from 
being a teleology, the dominant narrative of Better Angels is founded on the idea that the path 
forward in time is not fixed but can take odd or accidental turns. 

Why do some readers miss this point? To appreciate what Pinker is arguing, it helps to be 
familiar with the latest trends in the field of evolutionary psychology. At the risk of 
oversimplifying a complex and interesting subject, let me define a distinction between the 
evolutionary psychology of the 1990s and that of today. The earlier form, which I call 
Evolutionary Psychology 1.0, was based on the thesis of massive modularity. Scholars in the 
field assumed that many forms of human behaviour are governed by hard-wired modules that 
arose in the brain over the course of human evolution.!° Thus, we are afraid of the dark not 
because the unlit basement is dangerous but instead because the ancestral night was full of 
leopards who ate us. The gene-centred approach to human cognition and human behaviour 
characteristic of EP 1.0 was founded on the idea that although culture changes rapidly, genes 
change slowly or not at all. Blindly and dumbly, they continue to prime us to behave in an 
environment that no longer exists. 

Given that Pinker’s best-selling 1997 work, How the Mind Works, was one of the leading 
texts in EP 1.0, readers are not at fault for associating him with the idea that genes are 
destiny.'' But unbeknownst to some of its critics, the field of evolutionary psychology has 
undergone a shift in recent years towards EP 2.0, which offers a more nuanced and less 
deterministic explanation for human behaviour. Consider, by way of example, Jonathan 
Haidt’s work of moral psychology, The Righteous Mind.'* Haidt argues that all people are 
capable of having five moral senses. That much is a given. But the intensity of the moral 
sense is not fixed a priori. Instead, given cultures or environments are capable of 
overactivating some of the moral senses and deactivating others. By way of analogy, think of 
a painter who has five pigments at her disposal and uses them to greater or lesser degrees, or 
sometimes not at all. Since the moral senses can be activated to greater or lesser degrees, this 
means that every human subpopulation, and indeed every individual, has a unique moral 
canvas. In point of fact, evolutionary psychology has always acknowledged a significant 
degree of cognitive plasticity. The chief difference between EP 1.0 and EP 2.0 is that the 
recent scholarship, in line with the latest research coming out of cognitive neuroscience and 


related fields, has been emphasizing plasticity to a greater and greater degree. 

Historical explanation, lately, has been troubled by the difficulty of explaining how the 
universal fits with the particular; this is one of the legacies of a short chronology that 
excluded the deep human past from the time of human history. Scholars in the history of 
emotions, for example, have claimed that anything that is universal must be invisible to 
history, a discipline concerned with explaining change in the past. As Barbara Rosenwein has 
put it, ‘if emotions are, as many scientists think, biological entities, universal within all 
human populations, do they — indeed can they — have much of a history at all?’!° Jan Plamper 
has acknowledged that it might well be true that emotions ‘possess a constant, transhistorical, 
and culturally generalized foundation’. But since history is interested in what varies in human 
cultures, he argues, these universals are ‘uninteresting’ and at best ‘trivially true’.‘+ I admire 
their work, but I think the historical philosophy that undergirds it doesn’t fully capture all that 
is interesting in the relationship between the universal and the particular. The slider model 
developed by Pinker and many other scholars these days offers a device for making 
universals visible to historical practice. In this regard, Better Angels is very good to think 
with. 


The inner demons of Better Angels 


In turning to the inner demons of Better Angels, I shall put on the hat I wear as a historian of 
later medieval Europe, a period portrayed with withering scorn in Better Angels. Europe 
between the years 1250 and 1500 was a foreign country, and they did things differently there. 
Some of those things were admirable. Their diet consisted of completely organic and locally 
sourced foods, and no one suffered from opioid addiction. In the absence of dietary sugar, 
diabetes was rare. People took care of their friends and family and recycled nearly everything 
that came into the household. Some of the other aspects of life were maybe not so admirable, 
at least to us. But the past is past. We study it today in order to understand another world on 
its own terms and to learn more about the endless ways in which humans have been human. 
With this in mind, consider the Middle Ages as depicted in Better Angels: 


Medieval Christendom was a culture of cruelty. Torture was meted out by national and local 
governments throughout the Continent, and it was codified in laws that prescribed blinding, 
branding, amputation of hands, ears, noses and tongues, and other forms of mutilation as 
punishments for minor crimes. Executions were orgies of sadism, climaxing with ordeals of 
prolonged killing such as burming at the stake, breaking on the wheel, pulling apart by 
horses, impalement through the rectum, disembowelment by winding a man’s intestines 
around a spool and even hanging, which was a slow racking and strangulation rather than a 
quick breaking of the neck. Sadistic tortures were also inflicted by the Christian church 
during its inquisitions, witch hunts, and religious wars. Torture had been authorized by the 
ironically named Pope Innocent IV in 1251, and the order of Dominican monks carried it 
out with relish. As the Inquisition coffee table book notes, under Pope Paul IV (1555-9), 
the Inquisition was ‘downright insatiable — Paul, a Dominican and one-time Grand 


Inquisitor, was himself a fervent and skilled practitioner of torture and atrocious mass 


murders’.!° 


Yow. It is difficult to know where to begin. On a factual level, executions in later medieval 
Europe were rare on a per capita basis; the same is true for judicial torture. It’s not that the 
kind of stuff described by Pinker never happened; by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, 
it’s fair to say that rates of torture and execution had risen from ‘rare’ to ‘very uncommon’. 
But a ‘culture of cruelty’? 

So, where did Pinker go wrong? He has fallen victim to something psychologists have 
described as the availability heuristic, where impressions that are striking and ready-to-hand 
in pop culture overwhelmed his duty to deal responsibly with the literature in the field. 
Although Sara Butler has already dealt fully with Pinker’s shortcomings in this volume, let 
me add some additional thoughts by drawing attention to the scholarly literature that Pinker 
has cited as evidence for this portrayal. One of the references is mentioned in the passage: a 
‘coffee table book’. Huh? The endnote refers to a source identified in the bibliography in this 
way: ‘Held, R. 1986. Inquisition: A selected survey of the collection of torture instruments 
from the Middle Ages to our times. Aslockton, Notts, U.K.: Avon & Arno’.!® You can do the 
next bit on your own: go to the Library of Congress or another authoritative repository and 
try to authenticate the book’s existence. In fairness to Pinker, you will find a related title by 
Mr Held, and in this book you can find a passage that is similar to the one cited.'” But I have 


only this to say about the real book: it is not very good.!® Another citation in Better Angels 
takes you to the work of an author who, alarmingly, was once a professional sword- 
swallower.!? Several other citations inspire more confidence at first blush, but problems 
happen when you read further. A book chapter by the legal scholar Sanford Levinson, for 
instance, offers no support for the claims that Pinker attributes to it.*? Most problematically, 
you will search Better Angels in vain for the formative book on European law and torture by 
the legal historian John Langbein, or the nuanced and thoughtful rebuttal to Langbein offered 
by the medieval historian Edward Peters.*! Neither book is hard to find. Here is one of the 
rules of academic hospitality: when you enter another discipline, take time to cite the 
appropriate literature. 

At a basic level, Pinker is wrong about the facts he has presented, at least where medieval 
Europe is concerned. This inattentiveness to the rules for assembling and citing evidence is 
troubling in a work that otherwise extols the virtues of Western reasoning. One of the tenets 
of Enlightenment philosophy is that the subjects of knowledge are obscured from us by a 
haze of suppositions, myths and misdirections. Some of the haze results from the 
mischievous activity of sword-swallowers and other charlatans. Some of it is produced by 
common-sense reasoning that just happens to be wrong. Either way, truth lies beneath the 
veneer of appearance, and scholars do research in order to peel back the veil. 

Why did Pinker’s predisposition to demonize the medieval European past overwhelm his 
duty to practise responsible scholarship? I have puzzled a great deal over this. Like Butler, I 
think that the answer lies partly in the fact that Pinker needs a barbaric Middle Ages. In 


Better Angels, the period occupies what the anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot famously 
called the ‘savage slot’.2* What Trouillot meant is that for some kinds of anthropological or 
historical arguments, there just have to be savages, so the savages are conjured into existence 
regardless of whether they are real or not. What is especially curious is that Pinker’s need to 
demonize the Middle Ages leads him into a profound logical inconsistency. In Chapter 2, he 
praises ‘Leviathan’, the coercive apparatus of the state, as the first of several historical forces 
responsible for bringing down the supposedly high levels of prehistoric violence.** The threat 
of punishment, supposedly, helped tamp down the rage circuitry. In Chapter 4, though, Pinker 
takes torture and spectacles of execution, the very tools used by Leviathan to control 
excessive violence, and recategorizes them as evidence for primitive or unbridled violence. 
The savage slot, like some dark shadow, always follows a step behind as Pinker moves 
forward in time. 

Why must there be savages? I have come to believe that Pinker’s a priori commitment to a 
belief in past violence is driven to a large extent by his visceral reaction to pain and suffering. 
He is genuinely horrified by the suffering that is inextricably associated with life in nature 
(e.g. p. 32). Like a shaman, he slides readily into the bodies of other animals — the starling 
torn apart by the hawk; the horse tormented by insects — and feels their pain. He demonizes 
the human past because he assimilates it to the horrors of a natural world that is filled with 
misery and suffering. In this view, history describes the story of how humanity clawed itself 
out of the nightmarish world of natural selection. Thanks to the blessed constraints of 
civilization, we have been rescued from the ravages of the diseases and animals that once 
preyed upon our bodies and from the violence of our fellow humans. The savage slot, in this 
world historical vision, is occupied by nature itself. 

As all this suggests, Better Angels is not a work of history. It is better understood as a work 
of moral and historical theology, where nature, in the immortal words of the character played 
by Katharine Hepburn in The African Queen, ‘is what we are put in this world to rise above’. 
Nature, not sin, is the source of all that is evil and violent, and the coming of civilization 
plays the role of the saviour. I am in no position to comment on these moral claims. On the 
question of whether the study of the past is compatible with moral theology, however, I stand 
with Stephen Jay Gould, who addressed the temptation to moralize the past in his 1982 essay, 
‘Nonmoral Nature’. Gould’s essay explores a question that agonized the theologians and 
naturalists of nineteenth-century Europe: ‘How could a benevolent God create such a world 
of carnage and bloodshed?’ The question arose because naturalists had brought to light many 
features of the natural world that seemed utterly revolting to Victorian moralists and 
incompatible with the idea of a beneficent deity. A noteworthy example, discussed in Gould’s 
essay, was the behaviour of parasitical ichneumon wasps whose larvae consume their 
paralysed hosts from the inside out, preserving essential organs until the very end. 

Here is Gould’s answer to the conundrum: ‘Nature contains no moral messages framed in 
human terms. Morality is a subject for philosophers, theologians, students of the humanities, 
indeed for all thinking people. The answers will not be read passively from nature; they do 


not, and cannot, arise from the data of science.’2* Like the naturalist who studies not only 


koala bears and gentle earthworms but also parasitical ichneumon wasps, slave-making ants 
and infanticidal Hanuman langurs, the historian comes across things that are admirable and 
things that are ugly. But it is crucial to understand that ugly things are there not because the 
society that evinces them is past. They are there because humans, like every other living 
organism, are capable of doing things that are ugly. Remember the lesson of the slider — 
which in this area of the book Pinker himself seems to have forgotten — according to which 
any movement along the spectrum that stretches from peacefulness to violence has no built- 
in trajectory that follows the ticking of time. Instead, the condition of any society, or any 
individual, stutters left or right along the spectrum according to a complex array of social, 
economic and environmental factors. Just as important, an approach that selectively 
highlights certain things in order to satisfy an a priori commitment to a violent and ugly past 
will generate blindness or indifference to all that was simultaneously good and praiseworthy. 
Pinker has no idea that there were good people in the Middle Ages. 

Let us pause and take stock of where we are. The European Middle Ages were not nearly as 
violent as Pinker has made them out to be. Contributions to this volume suggest that similar 
interpretive problems extend to other historical eras. Dag Lindstrém’s contribution to this 
volum e, for example, takes a close look at the graphs and tables presented in Better Angels 
and shows how Pinker failed to consider other explanations for changes in the data, including 
changing methods for recording homicide and changes in medical practice. To argue with 
Pinker over the numbers, however, is to accept that violent death, the proxy chosen by Pinker 
and others to measure violence over time, is appropriate to the task. But is it? Are there other 
ways of defining violence that might lead to a different set of conclusions? 

To appreciate some of the problems associated with Pinker’s chosen proxy, begin by 
imagining a world in which all people have been imprisoned in physiological or mental 
shackles and thereby rendered incapable of doing violent acts. This is the world imagined by 
the great authors of twentieth-century dystopian fiction, such as Evgenil Zamiatin, Aldous 
Huxley and George Orwell.*° To an outside observer, this would appear to be a spectacularly 
violent world in which the rate of violent death is extremely low. More realistically, consider 
a society in which human slaves are procured and treated with brutality — shackled, whipped, 
raped, humiliated, subjected to social death — but pains are taken to ensure that they don’t die. 
Such conditions apply to the 24.9 million people today who, according to estimates of the 
International Labour Organization, have been trapped in forced labour.*® The kind of 
violence that can lead to death is only one of many different kinds of behaviour that we 
intuitively recognize as being violent, and is not necessarily the worst. 

In Better Angels, the semantic narrowing of ‘violence’ arises because Pinker, in search of a 
proxy, chose to associate violent acts with (male) genetic predispositions, in this case 
predispositions that operate through the rage circuitry and other organs of violence.*’ The 
problems here are obvious. To take an example, any objective measurement of pain and 
suffering would conclude that the American meat-packing industry is violent.*° Apart from a 
brief section concerned with animals (465—73), however, Pinker’s definition of violence is 
primarily restricted to humans. Beyond that — and with the major exception of war deaths and 


torture — his definition revolves around forms of violence that could be processed by the 
criminal justice system. Given this bias, Pinker defines violence according to a vector that 
proceeds from the aggressor to the victim. The victim, in this scenario, is passive and 
invisible. 

Now think about this very carefully: Why should we accept an understanding of violence 
centred on the rage circuitry of the aggressor rather than the pain centres of the victim? The 
violence that is done to animals in the American meat-packing industry is a case in point, 
because although it is exceedingly violent, it involves, to the best of my knowledge, no rage 
whatsoever. Taking a victim-centred perspective would allow us to consider the micro- and 
macro-aggressions that make the present day feel violent to African Americans and other 
minority groups.*? It would also bring into view the forms of slow or structural violence that 
operate against the poor and the disempowered.*? As described by Rob Nixon, slow violence 
arises when the poor suffer disproportionately from things that affect the environment, such 
as toxic chemicals, acidified oceans and rising waters. It is ‘slow’ because the effects of 
violence precipitate out over years or decades rather than minutes and therefore don’t hit the 
front pages or end up in the crime statistics. Slow violence, in turn, is a component of a larger 
field of structural violence, which includes forcible displacements, not-so-subtle forms of 
sexual coercion and persistent social degradations. “The poor’, as Paul Farmer has pointed 
out, ‘are not only more likely to suffer; they are also more likely to have their suffering 
silenced’.*! When the poor die, those deaths add nothing to the body counts in Pinker’s tables 
because the violence involved, such as malnutrition and displacement, is invisible to a 
definition of violence that has been arbitrarily restricted to war and criminality. A victim- 
centred perspective would allow us to include the fact that many women experience forms of 
non-lethal violence in the workplace and elsewhere in the public sphere. I am not claiming 
that these kinds of violence have necessarily increased in the last century or two. My claim is 
that the decline in violent death since the Middle Ages or for that matter since the Pleistocene 
may seem less important when measured against a baseline comparison of the enduring 
forms of structural violence. However awful violent death might be, after all, it is 
experienced at a rate far lower than the routine injuries and humiliations of structural 
violence. 

If we define violence from the victims’ point of view, the appropriate measure of violence 
will be the victims’ quantum of pain and humiliation. I can readily imagine the objection to 
this: pain and suffering, in past societies, are not directly measurable. But neither is violence. 
We always have to resort to proxies. This being the case, why not favour a victim-centred 
proxy, such as chronic stress, that can bring structural violence into the equation? In the 
archaeological record, chronic stress can be measured indirectly using evidence of stature and 
damage to hard tissue in joints and teeth. In the twentieth century, chronic stress can also be 
measured using simple pro xies such as life span, obesity, heart disease and rates of opioid 
addiction.** What we learn is that chronic stress is associated with poverty and the condition 
of being disempowered. Crucially, what may matter is not absolute poverty but relative 
poverty. As Amartya Sen pointed out in 1999, African Americans as a whole are wealthier 


than the inhabitants of the state of Kerala in India. But Sen reports that the health outcomes 
of African Americans were worse than those of the Keralans, a situation arising from their 
condition of relative poverty.°° If what matters is relative rather than absolute poverty, there 
are grounds for believing that structural violence has increased over the last half millennium. 

And now to perhaps the most important question of all: Why should it matter that violence 
has declined? That such a decline, on the face of it, may seem to be inherently a good thing is 
the best reason for taking a close look at the matter, since common-sense intuition, as 
Einstein once demonstrated so clearly, does not always provide an accurate depiction of how 
the world really is. As discussed earlier in this chapter, authors of dystopian fiction, with the 
noteworthy exception of Aldous Huxley, have found it easy to imagine a world where 
violence has declined but the people are nonetheless miserable. In Pinker’s grand historical 
vision, the decline of violence is itself a proxy for something else, namely happiness. 
Because there is less violence, people are happier now. Or at least, people ought to be 
happier, and would be so if those dang historians would do their job and stop trying to 
persuade people that modernity is so bad. 

Many arguments about progress turn out to be ideas about the advance of happiness. But all 
such arguments, Pinker’s included, fail to account for one of the most important findings of 
recent decades of research in the psychology of well-being. We are accustomed to the world 
we inhabit, and our measures of happiness and contentment are defined by the parameters of 
the possible in the present day. Our subjective well-being is anchored at a set point 
determined by our personality traits.*4 Life events — winning the lottery, suffering injury in an 
accident — will cause feelings of happiness to wax or wane.*° But a kind of psychological 
elastic constantly pulls us back to our set point. 

Contrary to what Pinker indirectly suggests, subjective well-being is not determined by 
intermittent experiences such as violence. Though it can be permanently affected by a 
number of structural factors, notably including the structural violence described earlier, 
subjective well-being is determined primarily by the attachments we form with family, 
friends and things. The subjective well-being of a man or a woman living in the Pleistocene, 
for example, would have been determined by the experience of living in a warm, supportive 
and rewarding social environment, and not by the group’s objective state of poverty, or by the 
dangers of the night, episodic violence or sleeping on the damp ground. The personality traits 
associated with subjective well-being could not have evolved if humans in the past were 
never happy, as the dark vision of Better Angels would have us believe. 

Pinker has confused history with biography. In a rhetorical gesture of great power, he has 
invited the reader to imagine living a life that has spanned the centuries from the Middle 
Ages to the present, like an immigrant who has left the horrors of the Third World for the 
comforts of America. But this is a phantom argument. Whole populations, across their 
generations, can never have this experience, because it happens too slowly. In every era, 
people calibrate their sense of well-being to the conditions of the day. Think of it this way: a 
hundred years hence, medicine may have cured our sneezes and our itches. But unless your 
great-grandchildren are lucky enough to experience this change during their lifetimes, the 


absence of sneezes and itches will not make them any happier than you are. Although history 
can and does tell a story of constant change in human society, technology, and material 
culture, subjective well-being is historically invariant. This important point has been made by 


Darrin McMahon, the historian of happiness.*° The point is worth arguing, but if McMahon 
is right and Pinker is wrong, then long-term shifts in levels of violence can have no impact on 
aggregate levels of subjective well-being. The past was never a vale of tears, and no decline 
in violence will bring greater happiness. 

I am all in favour of doing a deep history of violence. This history, though, needs to place 
the victim, not the aggressor, at the front and centre of history. From the victims’ point of 
view, violence is an inescapable feature of human life, even if, like sex or eating, the forms 
that it takes are variable. Deeply entangled in relations of power and dominance, violence is 
durable and protean. It operates in plain sight and also in the nooks and crannies of human 
relations. In light of the deep history of violence, it is incumbent upon us to be aware of the 
presence of violence, to recognize its forms and to find ways to work against it. 
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Pinker and the use and abuse of statistics in writing 
the history of violence 


Dag Lindstrom 


In The Better Angels of Our Nature, Steven Pinker claims that ‘violence has declined over 
long stretches of time’ and that we may actually be living in ‘the most peaceable era in our 
species’ existence’.! Without any further hesitation, Pinker also declares non-state societies to 
have been far more violent than modern state societies, ‘even in their most war-torn 
centuries’. ‘If the past is a foreign country, it is a shockingly violent one. It is easy to forget 
how dangerous life used to be, how deeply brutality was once woven into the fabric of daily 
existence’.? Pinker presents various diagrams and graphs in support of these claims. Serious 
analyses of long-term changes in the prevalence of violence certainly have to include 
quantitative evidence, but the ways in which Pinker uses statistics are highly problematic. 

The subtitle of Pinker’s book declares that this is about ‘the decline of violence in history 
and its causes’. It is true that we have strong evidence for a massive long-term decline in 
deadly interpersonal violence at least in Western Europe from the sixteenth century to the 
mid-twentieth century. This transition was tentatively identified already in 1981 by Ted 
Robert Gurr in a famous article in which he compiled quantitative evidence from England 
covering the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries.* Subsequently, similar transitions have been 
observed in other European regions, although with varying chronologies. In a series of 
studies, Manuel Eisner has compiled a growing number of quantitative observations of 
historical homicide rates. Eisner’s analyses confirm a long-term decline in homicide in 
Europe between the mid-sixteenth and the early twentieth century. They furthermore confirm 
different long-term trajectories in different regions, and that there has been numerous and 
recurrent surges and counter-trends interrupting the main trend towards lower homicide 
levels.® 

Establishing the long-term decline in European homicide has been a major scientific 
achievement.’ The long-term decline in deadly interpersonal violence continued (in the 
Western world at least) until around the 1960s. After that, homicide rates slightly increased 
until the 1990s and then started to decline again. Nothing of this is very controversial among 
researchers today. This knowledge is extremely important as certain media, certain 


politicians, and various agents of moral panic, tend to describe the present situation in 
extremely gloomy terms, often pointing at supposedly increasing crime rates in general and 
violence in particular. The picture sometimes painted of our society as rapidly heading 
towards social breakdown is simply not compatible with what we actually know about the 
historical trajectories of deadly interpersonal violence. 

My aim here is not to question the long-term decline in European homicide. So, what is the 
problem with Pinker’s thesis? Shouldn’t we all be happy about the good news? Well, as is 
often the case, things are more complicated than the good news might at first indicate. My 
primary concern here relates to Pinker’s use, and sometimes abuse, of quantitative and 
statistical evidence. Quantitative evidence is mobilized in a careless and sometimes 
misleading way. To be more precise, Pinker markets a global grand narrative with high 
claims based on often limited and problematic quantitative evidence. Some of his 
conclusions are solid, while others are dubious. He often neglects the many problems 
associated with historical and prehistorical quantifications, he tends to ignore evidence 
pointing in other directions, and he sometimes conducts rather p ointless long-term 
comparisons. 


From homicide to violence in general 


Pinker systematically uses homicide as a proxy for violence in general. He is certainly not the 
only person to do this. Contrary to many other crimes, homicide is considered fairly easy to 
count. Dark figures, that is the amount of unrecorded or undiscovered crime, are expected to 
be low. Killing another person has been considered unlawful in almost all societies, and 
homicide is usually regarded as a crime less dependent on specific cultural contexts than 
many other crimes. For these reasons, homicide is widely considered suitable for cross- 
cultural and long-term studies.® Nevertheless, the crucial issue as to whether there is a fixed 
relation between homicide rates and the general prevalence of violence in a society has 
seldom been explicitly discussed.? Pieter Spierenburg is one of very few historians who have 
explicitly argued for an immediate correspondence between homicide rates and more 
moderate forms of violent crime, especially concerning the long-term trends; homicide rates 
are the only reliable indicator of the total amount of violence in a society. It should be 
emphasized that Spierenburg’s argument is purely theoretical and not based on empirical 
analyses.!° The Finish historian, Petri Karonen, has analysed registered homicides in relation 
to other violent crimes in a sample of Early Modern towns in the Swedish realm. His 
observations do confirm certain correlations, but they also indicate significant differences 
between regions and variations over time. When, for example, homicide rates declined in the 
seventeenth century, the registered numbers of other violent crimes tended to increase in the 
Finnish part of the realm."! 

Pinker’s main argument is a general long-term decline in violence throughout human 
history, and the quantitative evidence he presents essentially concerns homicides and warfare. 
Referring to Eisner, Pinker also identifies homicide as a reliable index of violence. Eisner, 


however, declares that his ‘analyses is based on the assumption that homicide may be 
cautiously construed as an indicator only of serious interpersonal violence’.!* It certainly 
seems reasonable to assume a correlation between homicide and violent crimes in general. It 
also seems reasonable to expect this correlation to be fairly stable within a specific society. In 
cross-cultural comparisons and in long-term analyses, however, such an assumption is less 
convincing.!? One must also take into consideration here the fact that Pinker goes far beyond 
crime. He has global claims about violence in general, covering human history from ancient 
times to the present. The point is not that Pinker is necessarily wrong. It is possible that 
homicide is a good proxy for violent crime or even for violence in general. But we do not 
know, and we certainly do not know if it holds for cross-cultural comparisons and long-term 
analyses. 


Europe and the world 


Most of the available quantitative evidence for a long-term decline in homicide rates is 
extracted from (Western and Northern) European sources. Pinker, however, places the rest of 
the world into the general Western European pacification narrative. Evidence derived from a 
specific context is used as a general model for a global trajectory.'* In doing this, Pinker 
seems to apply a rather outdated diffusion model; a civilizing process started in a Western 
European epicentre, than spread to other parts of the continent and later also to the rest of the 
world. What Pinker describes might of course be a general pattern in human history, but we 
do not know for sure, and the quantitative evidence he presents cannot prove it. 

In order to underpin his general thesis, Pinker presents two maps, one showing European 
average homicide rates for the nineteenth century and the other for the early twenty-first 
century.!° It is true that for parts of Western and Southern Europe these maps indicate a 
substantial drop in homicide. On the other hand, they also indicate increased homicide rates 
for parts of Eastern Europe and Russia. Another problem is that the homicide rates refer to 
mean national figures, while many of the state borders have been radically recast between to 
the two maps. For example, the Habsburg Empire has been divided into a number of 
independent nation states with various contemporary homicide rates, and neither Poland nor 
the Baltic countries existed as independent states in the nineteenth century. From much of 
East and Southeast Europe, where there are indications of actually increasing homicide rates, 
we have very limited information that far back in time. Accordingly, we do not know what 
kind of homicide trajectories these regions have experienced. 

Pinker also presents a global map showing national homicide rates in 2004.!° It confirms 
huge variations in global homicide ra tes. These variations in fact cover the same range as the 
Western European long-term homicide decrease. Pinker is not very explicit about how the 
pacification model is applied to the non-European world, and he does not present any figures 
proving similar global trajectories as in Western Europe. He even admits that we largely lack 
reliable long-term global figures. Nevertheless, he claims the present world to be less violent 
than ever before. 


From ancient times 


Not only has Pinker far-reaching global claims, he also aims at grasping the overall trajectory 
of violence from the very early stages of human civilization until the present, and he does 
this in primarily quantitative terms. In this operation, Pinker is indeed much bolder than the 
average historian or anthropologist. His basic narrative is about a global reduction of 
violence, a reduction that can be traced back to prehistorical time. 

Pinker criticizes previous perceptions of pre-state societies as fundamentally peaceful and 
harmonious. This is not a unique position. Both archaeologists and anthropologists have long 
been interested in analysing prehistoric violence, as a result of which the role of violence in 
deep time has been fundamentally reassessed.!’ We certainly need figures and numbers when 
analysing violence in pre-state and prehistoric societies. It is important to know how many 
cases a conclusion is based on, it is important to relate homicide cases to population sizes and 
time spans, and it is necessary to evaluate whether individual examples are extraordinary 
exceptions or if they fit into more general patterns. 

Pinker’s figures include both warfare deaths and homicide rates, and they demonstrate 
fundamental differences in rates of violence between non-state and state societies. This 
statistical evidence may at first seem compelling. Presented figures confirm a dramatic drop 
in the prevalence of violence. However, things are not as clear-cut and simple as Pinker 
wants us to believe. A number of serious objections can be raised against the way he collects 
his information, how he produces statistical evidence and how he uses these figures to argue 
for his thesis. He has also been heavily criticized for relying on exaggerated secondary 
interpretations, cherry-picking exceptional cases and ignoring many studies pointing at 
different conclusions. In addition, it has been systematically argued, contrary to Pinker, that 


widescale archaeological evidence does not show that war was generally ubiquitous, and that 


war only gradually became common over a long period of time.!® 


Pinker commences his argument by citing a number of nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
ethnographic reports, illustrating excessive violence performed within non-state societies. 
These reports, however, are of limited value for general conclusions about violence in non- 
state societies throughout history. A fundamental problem is the so-called ‘tribal-zone 
dilemma’, that is, ethnographic documentation that primarily refers to societies already 
deeply affected by contacts with aggressive colonial state powers. It has been established that 
these types of reports cannot be utilized to reach conclusions about pre-state societies in 
general.!? Although this objection specifically concerns qualitative evidence, it is relevant 
also for Pinker’s uses of quantitative evidence. 

In Figure 2-3 (53), he compares the number of deaths in warfare per 100,000 people in a set 
of non-state societies and state societies. All the non-state figures are from the nineteenth and 
twenties centuries, and we can assume that that they all represent societies profoundly 
affected by contacts with state societies. These figures are real, but they cannot be 
generalized in the way Pinker does into conclusions about non-state societies regardless of 
temporal and geographic contexts. With the exception of Central Mexico 1419 to 1519 


Pinker includes no state figures before the nineteenth century. Some available figures indicate 
that warfare losses in Early Modern state societies could be much higher compared to the 
figures Pinker presents. These losses were often not so much caused by battlefield deaths as 
by diseases. In the case of Sweden, it has been calculated that around 50,000 men were lost 
in total during ten years of warfare from 1621 to 1632. This should be related to a population 
of approximately 1 million people. The death rate here would be around 500 per 100,000 
people.*? This is much higher than any of Pinker’s state society figures, and it is much higher 
than many of his non-state figures as well. It has been estimated that these losses brought 
Sweden close to a demographic collapse in the 1630s, and it can be questioned whether a 
society could possibly on a long-term basis bear war losses of the dimension Pinker presents 
for some non-state societies. 

In Figure 2-2 (49), Pinker compares deaths in warfare between non-state and state societies, 
calculated as the percentage of all deaths caused by warfare. It is important to examine what 
these figures actually represent. Pinker is rather brief concerning how the various rates have 
been generated, but we have every reason to be sceptical about statistical evidence that goes 
as far back as 10,000 BC. A first obvious obstacle is the concept of warfare. If we do not 
know how warfare is defined and identified some 12,000 years ago, how can we measure the 
numbers of victims of warfare? Pinker is not very informative here. Pinker’s figures 
themselves illustrate a related problem. Some of the state society figures are identified as 
‘battle deaths’, others are ‘war deaths’ and ‘wars and genocides’, and some are not specified 
at all. Which deaths should actually be counted as deaths in warfare, and how can 
contemporary war deaths be compared with prehistorical war deaths? The choice of 
examples is of course crucial as well. It is no big surprise that the rate of war deaths in the 
United States in 2005 (one of Pinker’s examples) was extremely low. If regions with 
battlefield areas had been chosen, the results (including civilian casualties) would obviously 
have been quite different, and Bosnia in 1992-5, Rwanda in 1994 and Syria in the 2010s 
most certainly would have provided us with other rates than the ones chosen by Pinker. On 
the other hand, we would of course not dream of using them as representative contemporary 
examples. 

For the twentieth century, it is possible to calculate fairly reliable global long-term 
averages. The presented figures for non-state societies, on the other hand, rely heavily on a 
set of very limited samples. Pinker presents three different sets of non-state examples in his 
Statistical presentation. The first one is composed of evidence from prehistoric archaeology, 
represented by twenty-one different sites covering a time span from about 12,000 BC to the 
eighteenth-century AD, that is, around 14,000 years. They represent both ‘hunter-gatherers’ 
and ‘hunter-horticulturists’ groups. The next set is composed of information from eight recent 
or contemporary hunter-gatherer societies, and the third set is composed of ten examples of 
societies with a mix of hunting, gathering and horticulture. It is not clearly indicated what 
chronologies the third set represents. From what has already been indicated earlier, Pinker’s 
second set of quantitative evidence is not very useful for general conclusions about hunter- 
gatherer societies. 


Concerming the archaeological evidence, Pinker informs the reader that the figures are 
based on analyses of skeletons.*! This is an extremely brief description given the many 
problems and possible pitfalls connected with the construction of prehistoric death rates 
based in archaeological evidence.** To begin with, the coverage of archaeological analyses is 
extremely uneven and such evidence tends to be very fragmentary. In this case, analysing 
skeletons more precisely means observing injuries on human bones. Prehistoric societies, 
however, often did not bury their dead in easily identified cemeteries. We often do not know 
at all if the analysed individuals are representative for a larger population. In many societies 
it was custom to burn the dead. And even when that was not the practice, the degree to which 
bones have survived varies a lot.*? As Wayne E. Lee points out, information from single sites 
confirms the presence of violence early in history, but they cannot tell us much about the 
general frequency of violence.** We simply do not know if they represent exceptional events, 
when, for example, one group took over territory and resources from another group, or if 
these actions were frequently recurring. There is an obvious risk here of transforming the 
exceptional into the normal, but in all cases we must admit that we do not know. 

To generate valid rates, it would be necessary to estimate the gross number of deaths and to 
assess whether the analysed sample of bones is somehow biased. For example, are 
individuals killed in battle or victims of massacres more likely to be found and analysed 
compared to people who died of natural causes? In addition, it is crucial to know the absolute 
number of individuals on which the rates are calculated. Very small numbers of deaths and 
limited populations undermines the validity of the calculated rates, because in very small 
populations even single cases may heavily influence rates calculated as percentages per 
100,000 people.*° Information about numbers is necessary in order to evaluate whether it is 
meaningful at all to compare these figures with contemporary figures based on populations of 
hundreds of millions or even billions of people. Pinker does not provide any such 
information. It is, however, clear that at least some of the cited archaeological sites represent 
only very few individuals. A famous example from Sudan, 12,000—10,000 BC, includes no 
more than fifty-nine individuals of which at least twenty-four display injuries indicating 
intentional killing, possibly warfare.*° This can of course be calculated as 41 per cent war 
deaths in Sudan, but the absolute numbers are so small that the result is useless as an average 
for 2,000 years within such a large territory. It would be even more ridiculous to use this as 
an indicator for the prevalence of violence in non-state societies in general, and it is rather 
meaningless to compare this figure with contemporary global rates. 

Categorization is a fundamental dimension of quantitative evidence. Pinker builds his 
argument on a simple dichotomy between non-state and state societies. This approach 
produces several deficiencies in the statistical evidence. Pinker’s grand narrative presumes a 
fundamental transition in the prevalence of violence in human societies and that this shift 
came about long before the Medieval/Early Modern period. The long-term decline has not 
been a trajectory of a slow and steady reduction through the millennia but a fundamentally 
discontinuous process where the major transition is directly connected to the appearance of 


the centralized state. Hence, the distinction between non-state and state societies is crucial in 
Pinker’s narrative.?’ 

One effect of this is that Pinker undermines some of his own critique against previous 
perceptions of a peaceful past. No one claims that all non-state societies have been peaceful 
and that warfare started only with the emergence of states. The suggested peacefulness has 
rather been associated with a specific type of non-state societies: hunter-gatherer societies. 
The development of warfare has frequently been identified as a long-term effect of the 
Neolithic Revolution (i.e. the gradual development of agriculture) and with the emergence of 
sedentism. A common scientific position is that warfare, even if it occurred before the 
Neolithic, became more frequent, more sophisticated and more institutionalized during that 
era.*° Information derived from an arbitrary sample of pre-state societies, regardless of time 
and place, is a weak argument against an assumed general peacefulness of hunter-gatherer 
societies specifically. 

Pinker himself completely dismisses the Neolithic Revolution as a main divide in the 
history of violence. According to Pinker, ‘it makes no sense to test for historical changes in 
violence by plotting deaths against a timeline from the calendar.’ Agriculture, Pinker argues, 
developed at different times in different regions and spread only gradually, and ‘societies 
cannot be dichotomized into hunter-gatherer bands and agricultural civilizations’.*? Why this 
is necessarily wrong remains somewhat obscure. Anyway, Pinker predicts a transition from 
non-state to state societies to have been the crucial step towards reduction of violence, and he 
sets off to compare ‘hunter-gatherers, hunter-horticulturalists, and other tribal peoples (from 
any era) on one side, and settled states (also from any era) on the other’.°? This manoeuvre 
actually comes close to circular reasoning; the non-state/state transition appears both as a 
starting point for the analyses and as a result. The non-state/state dichotomy might be 
intended as a hypothesis, but it is not made clear how such a hypothesis would then be tested. 

Violence rates from various non-state societies are lumped together by Pinker in order to 
verify the basic thesis of a fundamental shift between non-state and state societies. Several of 
the archaeological sites in Pinker’s figure (3.4 here) cover hundreds or even thousands of 
years. Possible variations over time are thereby erased, although there is substantial evidence 
of huge differences between various non-state societies, long-term fluctuations and even 
considerable increases. Herbert Maschner has conducted a long-term evaluation of 
archaeological evidenced of lethal violence in the North West coast of North America. The 
results show increasing levels of violence over time, for example, related to the introduction 
of the bow and arrow (100-500 AD), which resulted in a substantial rise in intergroup 
violence.*! Other analyses indicate that both the development of sedentism and changes in 
group sizes and complexity have substantially increased the prevalence of violence.** 

Pinker overlooks important distinctions and oversimplifies his typologies, he divests 
himself of the possibility to identify trajectories other than the non-state/state shift, and he 
systematically interprets the figures to fit his grand narrative. The presented percentages of 
warfare deaths in prehistoric societies vary between 0 and 60 per cent. If we can trust those 


figures, one obvious conclusion would be that prehistoric non-state societies represent huge 
variations in terms of violence. These variations appear to have been much stronger than 
between different state societies.*° (This can of course be a completely false conclusion, as 
the presented state society figures are averages based on huge populations, sometimes even 
on a global level, while the non-state figures represent individual sites or communities.) In 
addition, Pinker does not analyse possible differences between hunter-gatherers and 
agriculturists. He simply avoids this issue, although his own figures seem to indicate that 
hunter-horticulturists have been more violent than hunter-gatherers, that is, increasing the 
prevalence of violence.*4 Several researchers how also emphasized how variable the 
prevalence of violence has been in different non-state societies, and that it is impossible to 
generalize about violence in non-state societies. Because of this, it is also extremely 
problematic to assume one single linear trajectory from non-state to state societies.*° If we 
really want to analyse how violence has developed through history and identify what factors 
that have produced significant change, we need to consider both local variations and various 
long-term trajectories. 


Early historical homicide rates 


It is not only prehistoric and non-state homicide rates that are problematic. Medieval and 
Early Modern rates must also be treated with caution. Manuel Eisner emphasizes that 
historical homicide data ‘should not be regarded as precise measurements’.°° The German 
historian Gerd Schwerhoff takes t his scepticism one step further when characterizing 
estimated medieval homicide rates, presented as incidents per 100,000 people, as an example 
of ‘pseudo-objectivity’. There are simply too many uncertain parameters; homicide 


categories change over time, figures are based on a variety of sources and jurisdictions, and 


population figures are notoriously uncertain.*” 


Medieval and Early Modern homicide rates are not equivalent with contemporary statistics. 
It is extremely important to recognize this. Usually, figures get more and more inexact the 
further back in time we go. We move from statistical evidence to quantitative estimations. 
The latter are often based on incomplete records, limited surveys, obscure judicial capacities 
and insufficient information about population figures. The possible effects of these 
deficiencies are not always obvious; do they lead to over or underestimated homicide rates? 
In any case, we need to be cautious when comparing present homicide statistics with 
calculated homicide rates from the distant past. 

Generally, we have fairly reliable homicide rates from many areas in Western Europe 
stretching as far back as the later sixteenth century. When we move beyond that point, things 
get more problematic. It should be admitted that we do have a fairly large amount of 
estimated homicide rates even for the Middle Ages, and with few exceptions they point to 
very high homicide rates (ranging from about 5 to over 100 homicides per 100,000 people).°° 
However, we still have to rely on what Eric Monkkonen calls ‘spotty knowledge’: a number 
of singular studies, often limited in time, in population and in geographical scope. In 


addition, estimations are often based on sources of very different type and quality.*? Data 
series covering longer sequences of time are rare, and it is difficult to assess how much the 
picture depends on small population studies. It is, therefore, difficult to assess the extent to 
which available rates are representative for larger regions, large populations and long periods 
of time. There is a strong urban bias in available medieval homicide rates, often with an 
emphasis on larger towns (with more than 5,000 inhabitants).4° Concerning Sweden, for 
example, data from the fifteenth, sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries are heavily 
dominated by urban contexts.*! This is a time when townspeople made up not more than a 
few percentage at most of the total Swedish population. The earliest estimated rural homicide 
rates in Sweden (fifteenth century) range from 4 to 14 homicides per 100,000 people, while 
estimated urban homicide rates from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries range from around 
10 to 80 homicides per 100,000 people.*” 

We have reason to believe that urban bias would tend to overestimate average homicide 
levels.*° During certain times of the year, urban populations tended to increase substantially 
as people other than the permanent residents migrated to towns for shorter or longer periods. 
Many urban court records also include homicides not committed in the town, and they 
frequently include homicide cases involving individuals who were not urban residents but 
visitors in the town. Fairs and markets attracted numerous visitors, and these occasions also 
attracted crime and violence. 

Until around the mid-seventeenth century there are huge variations in estimated European 
homicide rates (roughly between 5 and 100 homicides per 100,000 people). After that time, 
the variations are reduced to 1 to 10 homicides per 100,000 people.“ It is difficult to judge 
whether this represents larger local, regional and temporal variations in homicide levels 
farther back in time or if these variations are more haphazard and dependent on, for example, 
the quality of surviving sources or the intensity of law enforcement. These estimated 
homicide rates nevertheless tell us two things. First, medieval homicide rates generally were 
substantially higher than in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Second, it would be 
difficult to establish any long-term trajectories for the Middle Ages. 

In chapter 3, titled “The Civilizing Process’, Pinker moves on to identify and explain a 
continuing homicide decline from the High Middle Ages to the twentieth century. Figure 3-4 
(64) demonstrates a steady long-term decline of homicide rates in Western Europe from 
around 1300. The graph is based on figures presented by Manuel Eisner and extracted from 
his History of Homicide Database.*? But, again, things are more complicated than Pinker 
wants us to believe, and his use of statistical evidence is rather misleading. The figures 
presented by Eisner actually indicate a peak in the fifteenth century. The available average 
rates are substantially lower for both the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, and for the 
sixteenth century, compared to the fifteenth century. Eisner’s figures furthermore indicate a 
possible English increase from the thirteenth to the fourteenth century, a similar increase in 
Germany/Switzerland, and a sixteenth-century increase in Sweden.*° There might have been 
substantial long-term variations during the Middle Ages, with possible periods of increases 


and peaks. It is also possible that homicide levels did not change much during this period. We 
still cannot reach safe any definitive conclusions about this. Pink er nevertheless concludes a 
European decline from 1300 on. This decline is furthermore specified for various regions 
(Figure 3-3, 63). 

Here, Pinker indicates a steady decline from around 1300 in England, the Netherlands, and 
Germany and Switzerland. Pinker builds on Eisner’s figures.*” But Eisner lacks figures for 
England between the late fourteenth and early sixteenth centuries and therefore concludes 
that ‘the precise period when the secular downturn started cannot be identified’. Eisner’s 
Dutch figures start around 1400, and the scattered German and Swiss figures rather points 
towards a peak around 1400. Eisner’s own conclusion is that ‘the existing data make solid 
conclusions impossible’ concerning Germany and Switzerland. The data indeed seems to 
confirm a dramatic homicide decline starting in the fifteenth century. But this probably only 
reflects variations in the types of sources used for the documentation of homicides. It is even 
possible that the trend towards lower homicide rates, as in Italy, did not really take off until 
the early nineteenth century.*® Schwerhoff emphasizes that research has established a 
decrease from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century in some parts of Europe, but we do not 
have solid evidence for a long-term decline already from the High Middle Ages.*? 

It is important to be aware of how uncertain many pre-modern homicide rate calculations 
actually are. One of the more well-known early and frequently cited medieval examples is 
Carl I. Hammer’s study of fourteenth-century Oxford, which yielded homicide rates of over 
100 per 100,000 people.°? Monkkonen has pointed to the fact that the estimated population 
was only 6,000 people. This means that one or two extra homicide cases would have greatly 
impacted on the homicide rate and a few unusual years could easily distort the whole result. 
Furthermore, Hammer’s calculations are based on only four years. He did analyse records 
from six years but decided to leave two of them out because homicides were substantially 
fewer, and he concluded that these records were probably incomplete. No one has made a 
follow-up study over a longer period of time. Monkkonen clearly demonstrates the problems 
associated with calculations based on chronologically limited studies of small urban 
populations, and how easily they can lead to highly overestimated homicide rates.°! 

One reason for overestimated urban homicide rates is the fact that homicides committed at 
other places sometimes were registered in urban court records. Occasionally, researchers 
have recalculated homicide rates on the basis of homicides committed only in the specific 
town. For one Swedish town (Vadstena), the result has been homicide rates ranging between 
20 and 60 per 100,000 people in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, instead of 
60 to 80 killings.°? 

It has already been mentioned that many early homicide rates are based on few cases and 
very small populations. Several early Swedish homicide rates from the fifteenth, sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries are based on not more than one or two killings during periods 
of ten to fifteen years and estimated populations of just a few thousand people at the most. 
This means that one or two extra homicides in a ten-year period would dramatically increase 


homicide rates calculated as incidents per 100,000 people. In addition, population figures are 
usually estimated on the basis of tax rolls. They usually do not register the population but 
households. The usual procedure to estimate population is to count the number of households 
and then multiply this figure with an assumed average household size. These average sizes 
should be regarded as qualified guesses, at best. The fact is that we don’t know. More recent 
analyses of urban populations in early seventeenth-century Sweden, based on a wide 
combination of various sources instead of only tax records, point at populations more than 
twice the size usually assumed.’ The early seventeenth-century Vadstena rate of 77 
homicides per 100,000 people would then be reduced to probably less than 20, when 
homicides not committed in the town have been omitted and the population size has been 
calibrated. This is still a high figure confirming the long-term decline. But it puts things in a 
slightly different perspective. 

Pinker focuses on his grand narrative of a general secular decline in violence. Variations 
and differences are important to the extent that the long-term decline started at different times 
in different regions, but Pinker generally avoids discontinuities and divergent trajectories that 
do not fit into his narrative.°* There is a well-documented and well-known divergence 
between Finland and Sweden that can be identified at least form the mid-eighteenth century 
on. At that time Sweden and Finland were parts of the same kingdom with the same 
legislation and identical court systems. In Sweden, the homicide rates continued to decrease 
over time. In Finland, on the other hand, homicide rates increased and reached a level of 
more than 8 per 100,000 people in the 1920s, which is substantially higher than most 
calculated sixteenth-century Finnish homicide rates.°° The relatively low Finnish sixteenth- 
century figures resemble some calculated sixteen-century Swedish rates from more remote 
northern areas pointing at levels under 4 homicides per 100,000 people.°° These observations 
do not fit well into a single coherent narrative of a decline in secular violence primarily c 
aused by state building and the civilizing process. 


From figures to Elias 


Pinker claims that Norbert Elias is the only major social thinker who has been able to explain 
the long-term decline in violence. He furthermore claims that available homicide rates 
confirm the civilizing theory; ‘it made a surprising prediction that turned out to be true’ and 
‘the Civilizing Process passed a stringent test for a scientific hypothesis’.°” In other words, 
figures confirm Elias. These are, however, problematic statements. 

First, Pinker does not provide a correct description of scientific debates when claiming 
Elias’ ideas to be ‘the only theory left standing’.°? Helmut Thome, for example, extensively 
discusses Emile Durkheim’s theories about collectivism versus individualism and anomie as 
possible explanations of the long-term trends; declining collectivism made individuals less 
inclined to use violence, while on the other hand absence of norms, disputed norms or 
contradicting norms (anomie) cause increasing violence.°? Many historians have emphasized 
the Early Modern state building process as a crucial factor behind declining homicide rates, 


without necessarily referring to Elias. Increasing state monopoly of violence, judicial 
professionalization, expanding social trust and growing faith in institutions has been analysed 
also without Elias’ theoretical framing. It is true that Elias’ civilizing theory has been 
widely referred to by historians of violence. According to Eisner, it is even ‘the most 
prominent framework discussed by those historians of crime who are interested in explaining 
this long-term trend’.°' However, paying attention to Elias does not mean unconditional 
acceptance of his theories. Far from all historians would agree with Pieter Spierenburg that 
Elias ‘offers the only theoretical framework which easily accommodates the empirical 
evidence on the long-term decline of homicide’.®* Critical examination and cautious 


discussions have been more common. Many historians obviously regard this issue as far too 


diverse and complicated to be reduced to one singular explanation the way Pinker claims. 


Some historians have explicitly rejected the civilizing theory.°* And some have actually paid 
limited attention to Elias. 

Second, Pinker does not provide statistical evidence that proves the civilizing theory. He 
claims that the theory ‘made a surprising prediction that turned out to be true’ and that it 
explains the European homicide decline from the Middle Ages to the present. It is 
important in this context to remember that Elias himself did not make any such predictions. 
He did not intend to explain long-term trends in violent crime. It was not until much later, 
when historians of crime started to identify a long-term homicide decline, that some of them 
took an interest in Elias’ theories as a possible explanation.®” Pinker’s use of statistics is 
again deceiving. At first, the various graphs and statistical calculations demonstrating the 
long-term decline in homicide rates may seem convincing. However, the mere observation of 
a certain change does not in itself tell us anything about the causes behind the change. 
Declining homicide rates does not prove that the civilizing theory is the correct (and only 
important) explanation. There are many possible explanations for high homicide rates in the 
Middle Ages and the sixteenth century, and there are many possible explanations for 
declining homicide rates during the following centuries. None of them can be ruled out just 
by counting the number of homicides. 

Other kinds of analyses are needed in order to prove that high homicide rates were related 
to a civilization deficit and that decreasing homicide rates were caused by increasing self- 
control and a growing sense of empathy.°° Such analyses could be performed, but they are 
not included in Pinker’s argument. Generally, more elaborated quantitative studies would be 
welcome. In order to explain variations and long-term changes, we need more information 
than just the number of incidents. We need systematic information about motives, modes of 
killing, course of events, contexts, offender—victim relations and so on. 


Conclusion 


Steven Pinker has an extremely positive and hopeful message. His grand narrative is 
certainly interesting. However, he underpins it with quantitative evidence that is sometimes 
not very convincing. Pinker might be right in many of his conclusions. The problem is that 


presented quantitative evidence often does not prove his claims. Sometimes his use of 
Statistical evidence is even misleading. He underestimates and neglects fundamental 
problems and he disregards many pitfalls related to long-term and cross-cultural 
comparisons. He builds far-reaching conclusions on sometimes very fragile quantitative 
evidence. He over-interprets, simplifies, cherry-picks and even adjusts available quantitative 
documentation to fit and support his grand narrative. He avoids evidence pointing in other 
directions. This is a pity because we do need more qualified, nuanced and diverse 
quantitative analyses of violence and homicide in history. We need that to understand the 
long-term historical changes, and we also need it to understand and explain violence in our 
contemporary society. 
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Progress and its contradictions 


Human rights, inequality and violence 


Eric D. Weitz 


‘T claim to be a human rights man’, wrote the American abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison 
in 1853. Frederick Douglass also knew that the struggle against slavery was a part of the 
‘great doctrine of Human Rights’, as Angelina Grimké declaimed, both of them linking 
together women’s rights and slavery abolition. ‘The rights of the slave and of women’, she 
continued, ‘blend like the colors of the rainbow’.? On a more mundane level, in the 1960s the 
great British historian E. H. Carr could only imagine the practice of history so long as it was 
firmly tied to a belief in progress, and that meant a liberal order and the panoply of advances 
in science, society and the economy that characterized Great Britain and the West since the 
eighteenth century.? Steven Pinker would find all these expressions grist for his mill of 
continual human progress. Slavery has been abolished, women have the right to vote in 
almost every country on the planet, and society has progressed medically, technologically 
and economically in ways Carr, writing in 1961, could never even have imagined. 

So far so good. Yet a historian has to feel uneasy with the triumphant bell-ringing that runs 
through Pinker’s two recent books.‘ It would require an army of research assistants to engage 
Pinker on his preferred battleground of statistics. I shall not take that route and would not 
even if I had an army at my disposal. Nor does it help to challenge Pinker by marching down 
the dour, depressive, opposite-running one-way road and arrive at an end-station where all 
we see is the human condition marked by failure, stagnation and violence. So argue a number 
of academics and journalists who contend that human rights are on the wane; have altogether 
failed; are utopian in character and therefore undermine the real world of politics; divert 
attention from more critical social issues like inequality; or are Western-based and therefore 
necessarily imperialist in character.° 

In the realm of human rights, there has been great progress since the eighteenth century. On 
that most general statement we can stand with Pinker. For all their limitations and half- 


hearted (at best) implementation, human rights remain our best hope for constructing the kind 
of peaceful, just and egalitarian society that Pinker wants, a society where people are 
respected and afforded recognition no matter what their specific gender, nationality or race 
and everyone has access to the basic necessities of life and enjoys the freedom to express 
themselves, to work and build and create as they wish, to join with others as they desire, and 
to be free of the scourge of violence and forced displacement.°® 

Yet human rights advances have neither been simply positive nor easily obtained. Rather 
than engage Pinker on the battleground of statistics, I want to develop a critique based on two 
conceptual shortcomings in his work. The first entails his honey-coated understanding of the 
Enlightenment as a philosophical movement. Human rights today certainly rest upon the 
Enlightenment’s promotion of liberty and the rights of the individual. Yet the same 
Enlightenment figures who advocated liberty also limited its scope through their drive to 
categorize the human population based on racial and gender hierarchies. Their arguments 
along these lines were not mistakes or oversights, and hardly innocent of political effects. 
They were intrinsic to the Enlightenment investigation of the nature of the human species. 
The division of human beings into civilized and barbarian lay at the centre of Enlightenment 
thought and enabled human rights violations and outright violence against tho se deemed 
incapable of rational and progressive thought. The point here is not to debunk the 
Enlightenment in toto, rather, it is to recognize the complexities and contradictions that lie at 
the heart of Enlightenment philosophy, all of which Pinker so blithely ignores. If we are to 
get closer to a world more and not less infused with human rights, the underside of the 
Enlightenment still has to be recognized and challenged. And that is no simple task given the 
global rise of right-wing populism and the huge number of migrants and refugees worldwide. 

The second critique is related. In his two books, Pinker offers an assemblage of trends that 
make for the decline in violence, such as the transition from hunter-gatherer to agricultural 
societies, the increasing dimensions of rational thought, the ‘civilizing process’, the long 
peace of the European nineteenth century, among others. Together, they trigger the ‘better 
angels of our nature’. But trends do not make an explanation; the causative factors for each is 
not clear, and we have little sense of who exactly is pushing forward these developments. It 
all seems like a natural unfolding from barbarism to civilization. If only it were all so easy. 
Pinker soars over the hard, political struggles that Black slaves, women, Korean citizens and 
so many others engaged to create the realm of liberty — with all its limitations — in the real 
world. In those struggles, the incidence and intensity of violence was often huge, and those 
events do not appear in statistical tables on murder rates or the number of wars that have 
been fought in the modern period. Forced-feedings of suffragettes, death squad activities in 
Guatemala, tortures in American prisons, crimes against humanity and war crimes in the 
Great Lakes region of Africa, not even counting the Rwandan Genocide of 1994 — a cascade 
of examples can easily be summoned. Nowhere do they come into Pinker’s world view. And 
they cry out for recognition because we can never simply assume — as Pinker does — that the 
human condition will naturally and inevitably improve. 


Enlightenment 


For Pinker, Enlightenment means a commitment to the ‘ideals of reason, science, humanism, 
and progress’.’ And so it does. But one of the central questions for Enlightenment figures 
was who, precisely, has the capacity for reason and therefore can explore and understand 
science, humanism, and progress? Who, then, has the ‘right to have rights?’ as Hannah 
Arendt asked in 1951. She was preceded by the German Enlightenment philosopher Johann 
Gottlieb Fichte, who wrote in 1796: ‘The one true right that belongs to the human being .. . 
[is]: the right . . . to acquire rights’.® Which civilians and combatants come under the Hague 
and Geneva conventions and are therefore protected from the worst ravages of warfare? More 
than a generation of scholarship on the Enlightenment, much of it by feminist historians and 
political theorists, has shown just how limiting was the Enlightenment view when it came to 
matters of race and gender. 

Since the Columbian encounters beginning in the 1490s, Europeans strove to make sense of 
a world far more diverse than they had ever known.’ The globe became more tightly linked 
by the movement of peoples and commodities, even more so when steamships and railroads 
came along in the nineteenth century. Epic population migrations and the forced enslavement 
of Africans meant that well over 100 million people left their homelands, not just in Europe 
but in Asia and Africa as well. Individual travellers also found their way around the globe. 
They were scientists, businessmen, missionaries, government emissaries and adventurers. 
They wrote journals, newspaper articles, memoirs and books, some widely read. They 
created the pathways of communication that made the larger world known to literate publics 
in their home countries. Sometimes they experienced these encounters personally, taking 
passage on merchant ships or government-sponsored explorations, as did, for example, the 
great naturalists Alexander von Humboldt and Charles Darwin. Others, like the French 
philosopher Montesquieu, rarely set foot outside their estates or villas. They sat in their 
libraries and read travel literature and scientific accounts, genres that became wildly popular 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and reflected about what this wider world signified 
for Europeans and for the human condition generally.° 

Africans, Asians and Middle Easterners did much the same. Confronted with Western 
power, products and ideas, they reconsidered some of their own scientific, religious and 
political beliefs. They did not just receive Western ideas; they developed their own syncretic 
reform movements that blended and adapted new models emanating from the West with their 
indigenous traditions. Fath ‘Ali Shah, who ruled Persia from 1797 to 1834; Mehmet Ali, the 
effective leader and ultimately khedive of Egypt from 1805 to 1849; a series of Ottoman 
sultans beginning with Selim III in 1789 — all recognized the need for reform.!! Every 
traveller, Western or Eastern, Northern or Southern, was deeply attuned to human difference 
— between people in one’s home country and those in the destination regions, and within t 
hose same lands.!* This was hardly a new phenomenon. The works of Thucydides and 
Herodotus ripple with descriptions, some quite fanciful, of different people in the known 
world, and the same is true of educated Chinese and Arab travellers in the medieval period. 


Two factors, however, were different in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century encounters. 
Europeans and North Americans who journeyed outward often — not always, but often — 
sought evidence for dividing the human species along racial lines. Classification of the 
natural world had been a defining characteristic of the Scientific Revolution and the 
Enlightenment, and it carried over into the nineteenth century. Naturalists like Humboldt and 
Darwin closely observed rock formations, vegetation and fish and animal species. Most could 
not refrain from commenting as well on society and politics.!° Like Carolus Linnaeus, the 
great eighteenth-century Swedish scientist and master of classification, they drew links from 
their analysis of the natural to the human world.'4 

From the determination to categorize all flora and fauna in the world, it was but a short step 
to categorizing human beings in a similarly rigorous, supposedly scientific manner. Linnaeus 
was among those who posited a racial division of the human species. That division was never 
innocent; it was always hierarchical, always categorized some people — inevitably Europeans 
— as capable of higher learning and rational thought, and others as barbarians. Linnaeus 
identified the European as ‘ingenious’, the Asian ‘melancholy’ and the African ‘crafty, lazy, 
careless’.!° Such an interpretation commingled easily with John Locke’s emphasis on 
observation and Montesquieu’s division of the human species into immutable groupings 
based on geography and climate. Unsurprisingly, Montesquieu praised the inhabitants of the 
north, the well-governed English and Scandinavians who had created liberty from its origins 
in the Germanic tribes. But Africans, he wrote, were beyond the pale: ‘It is hardly to be 
believed that God, who is a wise Being, should place a soul, especially a good soul, in such a 
black ugly body. It is so natural to look upon colour as the criterion of human nature.’ In 
these two brief sentences, Montesquieu made four significant moves in the direction of race 
thinking. He gave eternal characteristics to human groups based on skin colour; argued that 
physiognomy, outward appearance, expresses inner being; made one group, Africans, 
incapable of ever joining the circle of the elect; and ‘naturalized’ skin colour as a marker — ‘it 
is so natural’, he wrote. Hence, the correct political order had to reflect particular racial 
properties.!® 

A fully developed theory of race required a new science of humankind. This is what 
anthropology, an Enlightenment invention, provided. Enlightenment thinkers fervently 
sought to redefine the place of humankind in nature. Their critique of Christianity had 
undermined the primacy of religious dogma, setting human beings adrift in a sea of 
uncertainty. They had to be re-anchored, and a de-sanctified, presumably scientific ‘nature’ 
provided the weight.!7 

The key figure in the emergence of the new discipline of anthropology was Johann 
Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-1840), whose work, On the Natural Variety of Mankind, 
insisted on both the unity of the human species and the diversity within it, a diversity that 
only could be accounted for through rigorous scientific observation. His ‘epoch-making 
catalogue of human races’, in Peter Gay’s words, included just five, each assigned to its own 


region of the globe — Caucasian, Mongolian, Ethiopian, American and Malay.'® For the next 


200 years, just about down to the present day, scientists would dispute the number and types, 
but not the effort to define and categorize races. Blumenbach’s own collection of skeletons, 
the raw material of his scientific researches, would only be rivalled by the anthropologists of 


the nineteenth century who began to collect skulls and measure the cranium as a way of 


determining race-linked intelligence.!9 


The German Enlightenment figure Johann Gottlieb Fichte perfectly embodies the 
contradictions at the heart of the Enlightenment.*? In Foundations of Natural Right, 
published in 1796, Fichte argued that the notion of a single individual, existing solely onto 
himself, is nonsensical. The I is irreducible, but the I always exists in conjunction with 
others. “The human being . . . becomes a human being only among human beings’, he 
wrote.*! The social and the individual are inextricably bound; intersubjectivity is a necessary 
condition of the world. 

Precisely from this egocentric vantage point, Fichte makes a profound contribution to the 
development of human rights thinking: the I has to recognize that others deserve the same set 
of rights.** Fichte situated the origins of rights not in some universal landscape, whether it be 
moral, theological or political, not in some original state of nature, but in the self-acting, self- 
conscious I that has to grant others the same rights. Fundamental here is a notion of mutual 
recognition [Anerkennung] that would play such an important role in Hegel and then in late 
twentieth-century philosophy, notably in the philosophy of Emmanuel Lévinas.*° A reasoned 
world can only be constructed by free men together. Individual and collective freedom, 
individual and collective self-determination are inextricably bound together. 

But Fichte’s thought, for all its intersubjectivity, for all its refreshing, universalist tone, 
poses immediately the problem that always stalks the Enlightenment and human rights 
thinking: Who is eligible to enter into the charmed circle of those endowed with the capacity 
to posit themselves and to exercise freedom? Fichte wrote: ‘The concept of individuality 
determines a community, and whatever follows further from this depends not on me alone, 
but also on the one who has by virtue of this concept — entered into community with me... . 
We are both bound and obligated to each other by our very existence.’** But who, precisely, 
constitutes the community? 

In two critical arenas, Fichte’s universal subject is immediately undone: when he writes 
about women and the family, an entire section of Foundations, and when he turns his 
attention to the German nation, as he did amid the Napoleonic occupation of Germany in the 
first years of the nineteenth century. Always attuned to the philosophical and political events 
around him, Fichte responded to the calls for equal rights for women that had been 
articulated in England and France in the wake of the French Revolution, if not yet in 
Germany. Moreover, he was self-critical enough to recognize the obvious question that arose 
from his egocentric philosophy: Do women have the capacity to develop the free, rational I, 
to become self-determining individuals? 

Not quite. Fichte’s writings on women and the family are his least convincing, a mix of 


‘ 


philosophical pretension with the rank prejudices of the day.*? ‘The one sex’, he wrote, ‘is 


entirely active, the other entirely passive. . . . [I]t is absolutely contrary to reason for the 
second sex to have the satisfaction of its sexual drive as an end.’*° Instead — no surprise here 
— the sexual drive in women exists only for them to bear children. The woman achieves 
dignity by surrendering herself to her husband, by becoming the means of his sexual 
satisfaction, out of which she derives meaning in life.” In the process, she cedes to him all 
her property and rights.*° ‘The husband represents her entirely, from the state’s point of view, 
she is completely annihilated by her marriage. . . . In the eyes of the state, her husband 
becomes her guarantee and her legal guardian; in all things, he lives out her public life, and 
she retains only a domestic life.’*? A woman, he went on, ‘cannot even think about exercising 
her rights directly on her own’.°°? She was self-determining only by freely entering into a 
marriage of her choice. Afterward, her husband self-determines for her, rendering the concept 
truly meaningless. Fichte’s universalism would be undone even more dramatically in his 
writings on Germany. After the turn into the nineteenth century, amid the Napoleonic 
occupation of the German lands, Fichte took the social dimension of his thought to a new 
level. The universal I became, in essence, the German nation. In that way, Fichte moved the 
concept of self-determination, the focus of all his intellectual striving, from a purely 
individualist concept to a collectivist one. By the time of the famed Addresses to the German 
Nation in 1807 — unfortunately the work for which he is most known — his thought moved 
from egocentricity, to the universal man, to the national man. Ultimately, in Fichte, the ‘right 
to have rights’ became restricted to those men belonging to the German nation — at least for 
those living in the German lands.*! 

No Enlightenment figure ever denied the essential unity of the human species, and Johann 
Gottfried Herder specifically rejected the terminology of race. But Herder was virtually 
alone. The problem that preoccupied them, the more telling reality, was the diversity of 
human beings and the division into ‘civilized’ and ‘barbarian’.°* That diversity was rooted in 
nature, in God’s creation, expressed first in language, then in culture, and then in political 
guise through the state. Herder and Fichte wrote about people and nations. By defining a 
people as a closed community whose ties to one another were primordial — based in language 
and culture — the concepts they developed and the language they deployed slid easily into 
racial categories. A racial understanding of human diversity became even more prominent 
after the mid-nineteenth century. All sorts of commentators drew on Darwinian ideas to 
promote ‘scientific’ racism — even though much of the science was rank prejudice. In this 
sense, there existed in the West a ‘racial international’, a way of thinking about human 
diversity based first in the Enlightenment that transcended national borders. 

The point here, again, is not to debunk the Enlightenment, to replace Pinker’s starry-eyed 
optimism with a dismal reading of the past. Instead, it is to show the Enlightenment in its 
complexity. Yes, as a set of ideas the Enlightenment is absolutely critical to advances in 
human rights. At the same time, the Enlightenment discounting (at best) of the rational 
capacities of women and everyone but Europeans contributed to some of the worst violations 
of human rights over the next two centuries. Because of the belief in inherent Black and 


female inferiority, the Enlightenment enabled slaveholders to defend the institution and the 
advocates of male superiority to deny women entrance into the public sphere. It enabled the 
worst of all possible consequences of race thinking, namely genocide, as in the vicious 
annihilation campaign pursued by the German military against the Herero and Nama people 
of German Southwest Africa (today Namibia). As ‘barbarians’, these Africans did not come 
under the purview of Geneva Convention, as the chief agent of genocide, Lt General Lothar 
von Trotha, wrote.°° 

One can imagine Pinker’s response. Ultimately, he would say, slavery was abolished, 
women won the right to vote, international law now encompasses all civilians and Namibia is 
independent. To which one can only answer: Yes, but at what great cost? How many lives 
snuffed out, and how many bodies tortured and maimed because of the underside of 
Enlightenment thought? And how great are the lingering effects today, as in the realm of 
rampant inequality? Pinker travels only on the sunny side of the street. Lucky for him. But 
the street-world of politics is much broader and often deluged with hailstorms. 


Politics and struggle 


History moves in many directions at the same time. And it is surely not by ideas alone that it 
moves. Pinker argues that his assemblage of trends invoke our more humane characteristics. 
In reality, those trends represent an overall development he has already defined. His 
reasoning is circular. We need a much better handle on the causes and agents of historical 
change. 

Ideas are critical, and the rivers of communication advanced globally in the eighteenth and 
especially the nineteenth century, pushed along by newspapers, railroads, steamships and 
telegraph lines. The places of communication expanded around the globe, in coffee houses, 
madrassas and teahouses.** Yet the greater depths of communication cannot alone explain 
how human rights and other forms of progress came about. 

Let me use one example, drawn from my book, A World Divided — the abolition of slavery 
in Brazil.*° Slavery as an institution thrived through all of recorded history and in virtually 
every known society. Virtually all of the Western European countries made huge profits off 
of the slave trade and slave labour. Britain in particular drew immense wealth from its sugar 
plantations in the Caribbean, worked by African slaves, which provided capital to underwrite 
the Industrial Revolution. Around 12.5 million Africans were forcibly moved in the trans- 
Atlantic slave trade from 1501 to 1867, nearly 1.9 million of them between 1801 and 1825, 
entwining the histories of Africa and the Americas.*° Only slowly and very reluctantly did 
the British elite respond to the emergence of abolitionist sentiment at the end of the 
eighteenth century. Finally, in 1833, parliament voted to end slavery in the British Empire. 
Only in 1888, with abolition in Brazil, was bonded labour eliminated in the Americas. (At 
least as a public matter. Many forms of human trafficking, especially of women, remain 
today, meaning that something like slavery persists in many parts of the world.) 

How did abolition come about? A huge, sophisticated historiography exists, but Pinker is 


hardly alone in presuming that abolition was a natural, inevitable unfolding of history since 
the eighteenth century.°’ 

I think not. In reality, it took determined action, first by slaves themselves, who resisted 
slavery through rebellion and flight, and then by a segment of the elite that organized an 
abolitionist movement tied into the international anti-slavery organization headquartered in 
London. The third factor was comparatively mundane — the more or less blind workings of 
the market that eviscerated the support for bonded labour among those in the sugar-producing 
regions who could no longer afford to buy and keep slaves. In these struggles, the level of 
violence exercised by slaves, masters and the state was intense, but nowhere does that kind of 
violence get recorded in the statistics Pinker uses. Nor does he take into account the complex 
legacies of abolition and other human rights advances. In Brazil, the legacy of slavery and 
the manner of abolition spawned the huge inequality that still define Brazilian society today. 

The great majority of Africans taken to the New World, some 95 per cent, were enslaved in 
Brazil and the Caribbean.*° Rio de Janeiro was the largest port of the slave trade, taking even 
more slaves than New Orleans. By best estimates, Brazil took 41 per cent of all African 
slaves.°” In 1864, there were 1,715,000 slaves in Brazil, 16.7 per cent of the population.*° 

As early as 1719, Count Pedro de Almeida, the captain general of the province Minas 
Gerais, wrote to King Jodo V, lauding the successful suppression of a slave revolt. However, 
wolrying signs remained. 


Since we cannot prevent the remaining blacks from thinking, and cannot deprive them of 
their natural desire for freedom; and since we cannot, merely because of this desire, 
eliminate all of them, they being necessary for our existence here, it must be concluded that 


this country will always be subjected to [the] problem [of slave rebellions].** 


The Count went on to note that the sheer numerical domination of slaves gave them the 
courage to rebel, while the geography offered them countless places to hide.** 

One hundred years later, little had changed. Masters and their slaves in Brazil exist in a ‘a 
state of domestic war’, wrote one government official in 1818.*° Another five decades on and 
the situation was no better. Slave rebellions were an ever-present danger, a ‘volcano that 
constantly threatens society, a bomb ready to explode with the first spark’, wrote a Brazilian 
legal scholar in 1866.4 

‘Death to Whites! Long live Blacks!’, slave rebels cried out in Bahia, Brazil, in 1835, 
sometimes extending their killing slogans to mulattos as well.*° Hardly a call for human 
rights. The Bahian rebels were Muslim. They wanted to end their enslavement, not slavery in 
its entirety. After their expected victory, they envisaged enslaving other Blacks and 
mulattos.*° These slave resisters did not seek a fulfilment of liberalism’s universalist promise 
of citizenship rights for all. Nonetheless, slave rebels, in Bahia in 1835 and in many other, 
smaller rebellions that permeated the Brazilian landscape, by their actions, demanded, at the 
very least, to be treated as human beings. They claimed for themselves the dignity that comes 
with the recognition of the other, the basis of all human rights claims. They directly 


challenged the institution that served as the most consistent and brutal violator of rights, that 
so thoroughly assaulted the dignity of the individual that nothing was left except a 
commodity, bought, sold, exchanged and brutalized at will. Until the totalitarian and 
genocidal states of the twentieth century, nothing stood in such absolute contradiction to the 
principles of citizenship and rights as slavery. The abolition of slavery was the greatest 
human rights advance of the nineteenth century. 

Slave resistance made Brazil inherently unstable, but slaves were unable to win their 
emancipation by their actions alone. In Brazil, another mobilization was necessary — of 
members of the elite who had come to believe that the modern, liberal Brazil t hey desired 
and the slave society in which they lived stood in stark contradiction to one another. Only by 
emancipating slaves could Brazil progress and take its rightful place among the civilized 
nations of the world, they believed. 

In his great work, O Abolicionismo, and in hundreds of other writings and speeches, 
Joaquim Nabuco, Brazil’s preeminent abolitionist, gave powerful voice to the long-standing 
criticism that the slave system had created in Brazil ‘demoralization and inertia . . . servility 
and irresponsibility . . . despotism, superstition, and ignorance’ among masters as well as 
slaves.*” Like other major abolitionists, Nabuco commanded great rhetorical powers to depict 
the lash on the back, the mere drops of milk left to a slave child after the mother has nursed 
the master’s children, the endless agony and sorrow of slavery.*® 

Yet a wistful tone runs through Nabuco’s writing, as if he wished that Brazil could have 
been created without Blacks.*? That sentiment signalled the limits of Nabuco’s liberalism. 
His was not a celebration of Brazil’s multiculturalism (as we would now call it), but a grim 
coming to terms with reality. As slaves produced mixed-race children for the master, they 
multiplied, and the ‘vices of African blood came into widespread circulation throughout the 


nation’. The major result was the ‘mixing of the servile degradation of the one [Blacks] with 


the brutal arrogance of the other [whites]’.°° 


As the abolitionist movement developed in the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s, the sugar economy 
in the northeast declined, making the possession of slaves uneconomical for many plantation 
owners. Then slaves took matters into their own hands. Not by rebellion, but in massive 
flight, a runaway slave movement with few parallels in the sordid history of slavery. It was 
an extraordinary development, akin to a general strike.°' Slaves simply fled the coffee 
plantations, first in small numbers, and then in droves. Brazil’s vast and often difficult 
geography offered them numerous places to hide. Meanwhile, a Brazilian version of the 
underground railway offered runaways shelter and protection. 

Finally, on 13 May 1888, parliament passed an emancipatory act, simple and clear: ‘From 
the date of this law slavery is declared extinct in Brazil... . All provisions to the contrary are 
revoked’.°* Slaveholders received no compensation. Princess Imperial Regent Isabel signed 
the law because her father, Dom Pedro II, was in Portugal. ‘The victory was so sweeping and 
unexpected that the enthusiasm of the people overflowed all bounds’, wrote the abolitionist 
A. J. Lamoureux. ‘The streets [of Rio] have been continually crowded, business almost 


wholly suspended . . . over a hundred thousand people in the streets on Sunday . . . nothing 
but enthusiastic joy, good temper, and good order.’°? In the northern city of S40 Luis, newly 
liberated slaves swarmed the streets for a week, covered in flowers and palms, singing and 
dancing.°* Music echoed through the cities, crowds surged in parades. 

But what about after slavery? Despite the hopes of many, Brazilian ex-slaves were not even 
offered the prospects of the 40 acres and a mule promised to freed American slaves. Brazilian 
slaves were on their own, and that meant, most often, going back to work on plantations as 
technically free but poverty-stricken individuals. And that legacy remains today. Brazil has 
one of the highest indices of social inequality in the world. Between 1960 and 1990, the top 
10 per cent of the population enjoyed an 8.1 per cent increase in income, and the bottom 50 
per cent a decrease of 3.2 per cent. In 1990, the top 10 per cent of the population possessed 
nearly half the income of the country, an increase of 10 per cent since 1960. Black mean 
income in 1960 was less than half that of whites, with mixed-race people’s mean income 
closer to the Black than the white level. In 1950, over half the Black population but only one- 
quarter of the white population was illiterate. (In 2015, the overall adult literacy rate was 
92.05 per cent.°° ) Careful analyses have demonstrated that the low mean income of Blacks is 
not only related to poor education or dead-end jobs; sheer discrimination against Blacks 
provides much of the reason.°© Despite some narrowing of the spread between wealthy and 
poor over the last twenty-five years, Brazil sits at place 19 of 150 countries on the scale of 
unequal income distributions.°” 

Social inequality in Brazil largely aligns with race. Those at the top are disproportionately 
white — radically so — those at the bottom largely Black. Around the year 2000, Afro- 
Brazilians constituted 44 per cent of the population. At the University of Sao Paulo, the most 
prestigious institution of higher education, the student body numbering in the thousands 
included less than twelve Afro-Brazilians, and even fewer faculty members.°® Brazil’s 
favelas, the sprawling shantytowns on the edges of all Brazilian cities, have grown 
dramatically since 1960 as poorer, Black Brazilians pour into the city from the countryside. 
Today, 23-24 per cent of Rio’s population lives in these impoverished neighbourhoods.°? 

All of this in a country that had no formal, legal racial discrimination and segregation, as 
did the United States and South Africa.°° Yet an intense race consciousness prevails in Brazil. 
When a government agency in 1976 asked Brazilians to identify their skin colour, 134 
different classifications came up, including pure white, bronzed tan, cashew-like, orange, 
Black, greenish, high pink and many others.®! One scholarly study identified 500 
categories.°* For many years, the slogan and ideology of Brazil as a ‘racial democracy’ 
masked, at least in public discourse, the severe inequalities that defined the lives of Black 
and mixed-race people, and limited the appeal of Black identity mobilizations. Left-wing 
parties, like Lulu’s (Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva) Workers’ Party (PT), have emphasized class 
issues and have been loath to discuss race or to develop policies of redress that are oriented 
specifically towards the Black and mixed-race population. 

The emancipation of Brazilian slaves marked a huge advance. It came about largely 


through popular activism, slave resistance and flight. Slaves posed a constant threat to liberal 
Brazil, but slaves could not liberate themselves. They needed support. That came from well- 
placed abolitionists, who built a parallel movement, one that tapped into international anti- 
slavery activism. The final blow came when slavery proved no longer economical in major 
areas of the country. However partial were the rights that Blacks received in 1888, they at 
least received the most basic right — to be recognized as free persons. 

More than anything else, the ideology and practice of race, in Brazil and many other places 
around the globe, shattered the universalist claims of liberalism, sharply delimiting those who 
had the right to have rights. The belief in inherited Black inferiority, founded in 
Enlightenment thought then strengthened by so-called racial science, long outlasted the 
abolition of slavery. The close identity of race and class left many Blacks and mulattos 
subject to deep-seated prejudices and a market economy that sometimes proved nearly as 
harsh as slavery itself, especially when, in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and, 
more recently, with the rise of neoliberalism, a classical liberal perspective refused to adopt 
any kind of social policies that would have mitigated the workings of the market. 

Abolition was a great achievement, but the line between slavery and freedom was not 
always as clear and firm as abolitionists, and slaves themselves, had hoped. And the legacy 
of slavery remains. Formal, legally enshrined rights are of fundamental importance. But they 
also require social capacities — the arguments of Martha Nussbaum and Amartya Sen — and a 


socially egalitarian order for people fully to exercise the rights laid out for them in 


constitutions and laws.°2 


History is far more contradictory and complex than Steven Pinker allows. There have been 
gains in the realm of Enlightenment and human rights. They are critically important and need 
to be defended. But the achievements have by no means been uniform and steady, and hardly 
linear. In order to establish a more peaceable, egalitarian and humane world, we need to 
understand the complexities and not presume that life is always on an upward trajectory. 
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Pinker’s technocratic neoliberalism, and why it 
matters 


David A. Bell 


Nature seemed to have wisely arranged for men’ follies to be fleeting, but books 


immortalize them. 


Montesquieu ! 


Catastrophe can sometimes function as a particularly pointed form of book review. In 1710, 
for instance, the philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz published Theodicy, in which he 
argued that humanity lived in ‘the best of all possible worlds’.* When an earthquake 
destroyed the city of Lisbon in 1755 taking at least 10,000 lives, commentators (first and 
foremost Voltaire, in Candide) presented the event as a decisive refutation of Leibniz’s 
thesis. Exactly 200 years after Leibniz, the Anglo-American journalist Norman Angell 
published his best-selling The Great Illusion, which asserted that military power had become 
‘socially and economically futile’ and predicted the imminent arrival of perpetual peace.* 
Four years later, the most destructive war yet seen in human history broke out. And in 2018, 
Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker published Enlightenment Now, in which he claimed that 
‘societies have become healthier, wealthier, freer, happier, and better educated’ than ever 
before, and that the trends would continue.° Two years later a global pandemic struck that 
took over 2,500,000 lives in just one year and forced governments to impose draconian 
shutdowns that devastated economies worldwide. In a chapter on ‘existential threats’ to 
humanity, Pinker had devoted less than a paragraph to the threat of pandemic, although he 
did provide a list of ‘falsely predicted pandemics’ that had been ‘nipped by medical and 
public health interventions’ .® 

Books, though, have a remarkable way of surviving this sort of review. Leibniz — whose 
argument was far more subtle and thoughtful than Voltaire’s broad satire of it — remains a 
pillar of the Western philosophical canon. Norman Angell received a knighthood in 1931 and 
the Nobel Peace Prize two years later. As for Steven Pinker, the pandemic did not cause him 
to retract any of the assertions in Enlightenment Now. Readers now had more reasons than 
ever to doubt his sunny predictions for the human future, but his faith in the power of science 


and his condemnation of what he awkwardly called ‘the stupidification of science in political 
discourse’ may well have seemed more attractive than ever.’ 

Indeed, there is reason to think that in the post-2020 world, the political vision 
underpinning Pinker’s work — what I would call ‘technocratic neoliberalism’ — may also 
become more attractive than ever. This is, as I will show, a vision of a world where social 
movements and the messy, unruly aspects of democratic politics are kept within the tightest 
possible bounds (Pinker has what he himself calls a ‘minimalist conception’ of democracy).® 
Decisions about social organization and the distribution of goods are instead determined as 
much as possible by the autonomous, impersonal action of free markets and the rational 
decisions of well-informed experts. The pandemic of 2020 did not only remind the entire 
world of the importance of scientific experts. It also highlighted the shortcomings of 
democracy, as populist demagogues denounced established science, and in the process 
facilitated the spread of the deadly Covid-19 virus. But modern democracies face a wide 
variety of challenges, and it would be a grievous error to uncritically apply lessons learned 
from the pandemic to other, very different ones. 

For these reasons, it is still very much worth subjecting Pinker’s political vision to strong 
scrutiny. It is not a vision that he himself has ever expounded upon in a systematic manner. 
He is not a political philosopher and does not pretend to be. He is a psychologist who wants 
to correct what he sees as mistakes in the way most people perceive and interpret the world 
around them. As he writes: ‘Humans today rely on cognitive faculties that worked well 
enough in traditional societies, but which we now see are infested with bugs.’? His is the 
work of debugging. But his books nonetheless contain strong assumptions about what the 
world really does look like, how it works, and which policies will do the most to ensure that 
the positive trends Pinker discerns will continue. In other words, the work is, in fact, 
inescapably political. At the same time, it is also contradictory, for technocracy and 
neoliberalism do not actually fit together very well. They share an important common 
element, but they also reflect very different visions of social and economic organization, 
which emerged at very different moments in recent history. Pinker, by casting himself as a 
psychologist correcting humanity’s cognitive biases, and not laying out the political 
implications of his work in a systematic manner, has managed to avoid confronting this 
contradiction. 

The closest that Pinker himself has come to claiming a political vision is when he states, in 
the first chapter of Enlightenment Now, that he is ‘channelling a body of beliefs and values 
that had taken shape more than two centuries before me. . . the ideals of the Enlightenment’. 
As many critics have noted, Pinker never systematically discusses actual Enlightenment 
authors, and refers to them only in passing. Indeed, some have charged him with having very 
little understanding of the actual historical moment that goes by the name of the 
Enlightenment.!° Ironically, Pinker’s technocratic neoliberalism does have two clear 
eighteenth-century precedents. But they are not ones that he cites, and he may not even be 
aware of the second. The contradictions and ultimate failure of this second precedent, 
however, help to show why we can expect so little from its twenty-first-century Pinkerian 


counterpart. 


What is neoliberalism? 


Pinker’s neoliberalism is the more obvious part of his political stance. True, ‘neoliberalism’ 
itself is an admittedly slippery term that in present political discourse has often degenerated 
into little more than a term of abuse. Here, I use it to mean, first, a faith derived from older 
(‘classical’) liberal thought that free markets are the most efficient and economically 
productive way to distribute goods and services in a society. This faith is coupled with a 
readiness to accept high levels of inequality in exchange for maximum possible economic 
growth, with a strong distrust of taxation, regulation, economic planning and nationalization, 
and with a distinct hostility to labour organization. ‘Neo-’ liberalism distinguishes itself from 
its classical ancestor by its particular emphasis on freeing the financial sector of the economy 
from restraint, by its tolerance for so-called ‘creative destruction’, and by its insistence that 
free trade operate on a global level, with goods and services freely circulating at maximum 
possible speed and volume across the world. It also expresses in even more intense form 
what Pierre Rosanvallon has called classical liberalism’s vision of a world largely free from 
politics — a world where self-regulating, self-organizing market mechanisms determine the 
most important social configurations and patterns of distribution, leaving ordinary citizens 
with little or no recourse to political action.'' While still an imperfect label, ‘neoliberalism’ 
does roughly describe the ideological programmes put in place by the Thatcher and Reagan 
governments of the 1980s in the United Kingdom and the United States, respectively, central 
elements of which remained largely unchallenged by successive governments of opposing 
parties (i.e. the Democrats of Bill Clinton and the ‘New Labour’ of Tony Blair).!* 

Pinker’s attraction to neoliberal ideas comes through clearly in two chapters of 
Enlightenment Now entitled ‘Wealth’ and ‘Inequality’.'° In the first, he seeks to demonstrate 
the massive explosion in human wealth over the past two centuries and to explain it by 
reference to three factors: technological innovation, institutions that promoted and protected 
free markets, and the triumph of ‘bourgeois virtue’ over value systems that had disdained 
wealth creation.‘* Throughout, he praises the prodigious wealth-creating capacity of free- 
market economies, contrasting them to what he calls ‘collectivization, centralized control, 
government monopolies and suffocating permit bureaucracies’.!° He praises globalization for 
lifting billions of humans out of poverty, although the statistics he relies on use the United 
Nations’ definition of ‘extreme poverty’ of $1.90 per day, which is obviously far too low for 
many countries, and does not take into account the condition of hundreds of millions who 
live perilously close to this line.'° He also insists that economic inequality does not matter, as 
long as all people benefit from economic growth. ‘Income inequality’, he states baldly, ‘is not 
a fundamental component of well-being’.!’ He does insist on the need for a robust social 
safety net, including some sort of national health insurance (Pinker, it will be remembered, is 
Canadian). At the same time, he repeatedly expresses scorn for ‘the left’ because of ‘its 
contempt for the market and its romance with Marxism’, and he bashes the alleged 


‘progressophobia’ of ‘intellectuals’ in general.!® 

Strikingly, Pinker gives little consideration to the political and social consequences of 
extreme economic inequality. In the spring of 2020, the 400 wealthiest Americans possessed 
as much wealth as the bottom 64 per cent of the US population, while the 2,153 wealthiest 
people on the globe possessed as much wealth as the poorest 4.6 billion.'? Such massive 
discrepancies exacerbate the power of the wealthiest to influence or even to buy elections, to 
determine government policies, to structure systems of education, taxation, transportation for 
the benefit of their own social, ethnic and religious groups, and much else. The extraordinary 
power that accrues to the super-wealthy thanks to their wealth also frequently undermines the 
rules of free and equal competition that supposedly govern the free marketplace. Neoliberal 
capitalist democracies, it could be said, have a distinct tendency to degenerate into capitalist 
oligarchies. In the second decade of the twenty-first century, two of the world’s three 
superpowers — Russia and China — arguably fit this latter category, and the third, the United 
States, showed signs it was moving in the same direction. 


The technocratic vision 


Technocracy, like (neo-)liberalism, also has a long history. The idea of applying the 
principles of science and engineering to resolve political problems dates back at least to the 
Enlightenment, although very few actual Enlightenment thinkers ever advocated anything 
remotely similar. Rather, the idea was attributed to Enlightenment thinkers by their enemies, 
who accused them of forcing an imperfect humanity onto the Procrustean bed of abstract 
philosophical principles, treating humans as broken machinery in need of expert repair.*? But 
as Sophia Rosenfeld has recently stressed in her book Democracy and Truth: A Short 
History, many Enlightenment thinkers certainly recoiled from the idea of entrusting ordinary 
people with political power. From Voltaire, who called ‘more than half the habitable world . . 
. two-footed animals who live in a horrible condition approximating the state of nature’, to 
Madison, who wanted to entrust power to the men with the ‘most wisdom’ and ‘most virtue’, 
to the French idéologues, who believed in a science of ideas that had more than a little in 
common with Pinker’s ‘cognitive debugging’, many eighteenth-century figures made the 
case for what Rosenfeld calls ‘the social and political utility of a distinct cohort of the 
learned’.*! This is the first Enlightenment precedent for Pinker’s work. As Rosenfeld further 
points out, over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries advocates for this sort of 
‘cohort’ increasingly cast it less as a moral and wise elite and more as a class of technical 
experts whose superior scientific knowledge and reasoning skills would allow them to solve 
the increasingly technical problems of increasingly complex societies. 

In the decades after the Second World War, these technical experts seemed to be in the 
ascendant. In The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, published in 1973, the sociologist 
Daniel Bell argued that as services, theoretical knowledge and information technology 
became the principal motors of the economy in developed countries, displacing heavy 


industry, this ‘new class’ would achieve unprecedented social and political influence.** 


Operating from think tanks, universities and large corporations, the experts would guide 
social and economic planning, providing direction to elected officials. Europe seemed to 
offer an example of this path, in such institutions as France’s ultra-powerful Ecole Nationale 
d’Administration (ENA) and its Commissariat Général du Plan. The Communist bloc, 
meanwhile, with its massive bureaucracies and supposedly ‘scientific’ central planning, 
seemed to represent a hypertrophied version of government by experts. The phrase ‘the new 
class’ in fact first gained popularity after the Yugoslav politician—turned dissident Milovan 
Djilas used it as the title of a book analysing Communist systems in Eastern Europe.~* 

The technocratic vision, like the neoliberal one, is a vision of government without politics. 
In the extreme case, that of the Communist dictatorships claiming to govern in accord with 
scientific principles, political life was forcibly suppressed. In France, Charles de Gaulle 
imagined his Fifth Republic as a state in which a powerful president, advised by the 
technocrats of the ENA, would set the broad lines of social and economic development from 
a position far above the political fray. Even in the United States, in the heyday of theorizing 
about the ‘new class’, thinkers like Bell (who himself wrote as an analyst, not an advocate of 
technocracy) imagined ranks of highly trained technical experts from places like MIT, IBM 
and the Brookings Institution guiding the federal government towards their rationally chosen 
goals. 

Steven Pinker does not express his advocacy of technocracy as explicitly as he does his 
advocacy of neoliberalism. Throughout his work he praises science as a key to human 
progress, but this alone hardly qualifies him as a technocrat. What does qualify him is that he 
does not, in the end, recognize a fundamental difference between scientific and technological 
questions, on the one hand, and political ones, on the other. He has a consistent tendency to 
assert that serious political disputes do not hinge on differences of moral values, or of social 
priorities, or of historical interpretation, but rather on correct versus erroneous evaluation of 
data. In one of his concluding chapters, on ‘reason’, he repeatedly scolds voters for their 
‘irrationality’ and ‘ignorance’ of the issues before them.*? No one would deny that voters 
often fail to instruct themselves adequately, or to use their reason sufficiently, but Pinker fails 
to ack nowledge that most of the great issues facing modern democracies do not in fact have 
‘correct’, far less quantitative answers that a better-informed use of reason can discern. 
Voters make their choices, however apparently irrational and uninformed, on the basis of a 
large number of factors, including, crucially, their fundamental political and moral values, 
and their sense of which candidates share these values and have earned their trust. As an 
American voter, I believe passionately in the extension of the Medicare programme to the 
entire population of the United States. I will argue for it as both a moral and a practical 
necessity, but I recognize that opponents of the idea are not necessarily ignorant and incorrect 
— they hold different principles from me and interpret the same facts in a different manner. 

Is Steven Pinker ready to make a similar concession? It is hard to believe this, when he 
writes in Enlightenment Now: ‘To make public discourse more rational, issues should be 
depoliticized as much as is feasible’.*° Unfortunately, most of the ‘issues’ facing the public in 
democratic societies cannot and should not be ‘depoliticized’ because their ‘solution’ depends 


fundamentally on the vision voters have for how society should be constituted — which is to 
say, it depends fundamentally on politics. Ever the psychologist concerned with cognitive 
malfunction, Pinker insists on the need for ‘effective training in critical thinking and 
cognitive debiasing’ to facilitate the desired process of depoliticization.*” Liberate people 
from their cognitive ‘biases’, and they will see the correct, rational, scientific solution to the 
issues before them. Yet even assuming that such ‘debiasing’ is possible, we cannot free 
people of their moral values and visions of how society should be organized. We cannot free 
them of politics. 

To be sure, Pinker himself devotes considerable space to political matters in Enlightenment 
Now, but the way he does so is revealing. His chapter entitled ‘Democracy’ presents the 
spread of democratic governments throughout the world as an additional indicator of overall 
human progress.*° But he praises democracy above all for finding a way between the Scylla 
and Charybdis of anarchy and tyranny and for giving citizens ‘the freedom to complain’.*® 
He briefly evokes ‘a civics-class idealization of democracy in which an informed populace 
deliberates about the common good and carefully selects leaders who carry out their 
preference’. But he then immediately comments: ‘By that standard, the number of 
democracies in the world is zero in the past, zero in the present, and almost certainly zero in 
the future.’ He defends this remarkably cynical statement by invoking ‘the shallowness and 
incoherence of [most] people’s political beliefs’, their ignorance and irrationality. He prefers, 
as already noted, a ‘minimalist conception’ of democracy that does not equate it with self- 
governance, with citizens using a political process to pursue their common good.*? Progress 
cannot follow from such a collective pursuit of the good, he insists (how naive!). It follows 
from citizens staying out of the way as experts show how to resolve issues that have been 
successfully ‘depoliticized’. 

Pinker’s discussion of capital punishment in Europe and America, at the end of the chapter 
on democracy, illustrates these points perfectly. In his view, the campaign to end capital 
punishment, which he sees as a rational and desirable goal, was an elite, expert project from 
start to finish: ‘The ideas trickled down from a thin stratum of philosophers and intellectuals 
to the educated upper classes.’ In Europe, these ideas won approval despite, not because of, 
democracy, ‘because European democracies did not convert the opinions of the common man 
into policy. The penal codes of their countries were drafted by committees of renowned 
scholars’. A similar process did not take place in the United States, because ‘the United 
States, for better or worse, is closer to having government by the people for the people’ 
(emphasis added).*! Yet even in America, Pinker believes, the experts will ultimately have 
their way. In his conclusion to the discussion, and to the chapter, he paraphrases Martin 
Luther King, Jr.: ‘there really is a mysterious arc bending towards justice.’°* 

One is left wondering about the myriad social movements, almost entirely absent from the 
576 pages of Enlightenment Now, that fought for equal rights, an end to slavery, improved 
working conditions, a minimum wage, the right to organize, basic social protections, a 
cleaner environment and a host of other progressive causes, generally without waiting for 


ideas to ‘trickle down’ from the experts. The arc bending towards justice is no mystery. It 
bends because ordinary people force it to bend, through political action. In short, in both his 
neoliberal and technocratic guises, Pinker has little confidence that ordinary people can 
successfully choose forms of social and economic organization that will further their well- 
being. Better to leave ‘the common good’ to the impersonal action of growth-generating free 
markets, or, alternately, to trained experts. 

Remarkably, Pinker does not recognize the contradiction between these two approaches. 
Technocracy and neoliberalism may not only express an aversion to ordinary citizens using 
the political process to pursue the common good but also represent fundamentally opposed 
visions of social and economic organization. In no sense do technocrats want to allow 
independent markets to self-organize, to self-regulate and to determine the distribution of 
goods and services through their own autonomous operation. Technocrats want to determine 
the optimum form of distribution by conducting rational and well-informed analyses. They 
may tolerate market systems, but they do not entirely trust them. It is no coincidence that the 
neoliberal triumphs of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan did not take place during the 
heyday of the technocratic vision in the 1960s and 1970s. To the contrary, they took place at 
a time when this vision had come to be widely seen as a failure. In the late 1970s, under the 
pressure of the oil shock and the end of the long post-war economic expansion, technocracy 
and economic planning were increasingly perceived as rigid, petrified, overly bureaucratic 
and deeply inefficient. In their campaigns, Thatcher and Reagan cast government itself as the 
enemy. In a very real sense, their neoliberal movements arose over the ruins of post-war 
forms of technocracy.°° 

More recently, American centrists seeking to limit the effects of ‘creative destruction’ on 
actual American citizens have often turned back to technocracy as a remedy for 
neoliberalism’s excesses. For instance, after the 2008 financial meltdown and subsequent 
recession, the Obama administration mostly did not pursue punitive measures against the 
financial firms whose recklessness had sparked the crisis, and it did not try to restructure the 
financial sector as a whole. It concentrated its efforts on technical, regulatory fixes such as 
the Dodd-Frank Act.** One of Obama’s most important advisers was Steven Pinker’s 
Harvard colleague Cass Sunstein, who advocated the pursuit of reform through the careful, 
expertly designed ‘nudging’ of public behaviour in a wide variety of arenas. In Samuel 
Moyn’s description, Sunstein looks very much like Pinker in his attempt to reconcile a 
fondness for free markets with strong technocratic instincts, and especially in his disdain for 
politics: ‘When it comes to government helping people achieve fulfillment, Sunstein insists 
that technocrats must rule. With a palpable sense of relief, he has confessed that he finds 
politics mostly a distraction and not so much about contending collective visions of the good 
life or about calling out the oppression that claims to expertise can mask.’?° 

The opposition between technocracy and neoliberalism became clearest in the sector of the 
economy which Bell and other analysts in the 1970s had seen as the principal arena for the 
triumph of the ‘new class’: information technology. Starting in the 1980s, this sector 
exploded in wealth and social importance, but it did not do so under the leadership of white- 


coated experts from MIT and IBM. It did so under the leadership of swaggering upstart 
capitalists, many of whom (most obviously, Steve Jobs of Apple) infused their firms with a 
distinctly counter-cultural vibe even as they took full advantage of neoliberal globalization 
and accumulated massive reserves of wealth.*° The famous Apple television advertisement 
from 1984, caricaturing IBM’s customers as an army of drones marching in lockstep to a 
totalitarian leader, in scenes drawn straight from Orwell’s 1984, and Apple as a brightly clad 
young woman freeing them from ideological slavery, perfectly expressed this shift.°” The 
woman may not have looked like a symbol of neoliberal capitalism, but in fact she was 
precisely that. Neoliberalism vanquished technocracy. 


An eighteenth-century precedent 


Pinker’s contradictory attempt to marry technocracy to neoliberalism may seem a classic 
twenty-first-century phenomenon, but it does have a fascinating eighteenth-century 
precedent. As already noted, many eighteenth-century thinkers had a pronounced suspicion 
of popular, democratic political action, but this suspicion hardly distinguished them from a 
long line of predecessors stretching back to the Greeks. One particular school of eighteenth- 
century thinkers, however, did try to combine a faith in rule by learned elites with a faith in 
free markets. This was the school known as the Physiocrats, which first took shape around 
the French court physician, Frangois Quesnay, and came to include such notable figures as 
the reforming statesman Anne-Robert Turgot, and the mathematician and revolutionary 
politician, the Marquis de Condorcet. Also known as the ‘Economists’, the Physiocrats 
helped to develop economic thought as a distinct body of knowledge, advocated free trade 
and first popularized the phrase ‘laissez faire, laissez passer’. Synthesizing a wide range of 
earlier philosophical and religious writings whose authors had developed the notion of ‘self- 
organizing systems’, they postulated that markets, when left to their own devices, naturally 
produced a stable but dynamic economic equilibrium. As one of the most popular 
Physiocratic writers, Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Riviere concluded: ‘the world thus runs by 
itself.’** 

Yet even as the Physiocrats preached the virtues of free markets (often with cult-like 
fervour), they also remained loyal servants of Old Regime France’s absolute monarchy and 
refrained from any serious advocacy of political liberalization. Turgot, in his brief tenure as 
the effective French prime minister between 1774 and 1776, attempted to implement an 
ambitious reform programme that included freeing the price of grain and abolishing the main 
privileges and monopolies of French trade guilds. He also proposed the creation of a series of 
new representative institutions, but solely as consultative bodies that would bring information 
and the opinions of the educated public to the attention of the central administration. Turgot’s 
vision of government was very much that of the rational, top-down management of society 
by expert administrators such as himself.°9 

Turgot’s tenure, instructively, ended in disaster. His attempts at economic liberalization led 
to widespread popular unrest, while the lack of any concomitant political liberalization meant 


that he failed to develop a constituency among the burgeoning numbers of French people 
who had come to see the creaky structures of French absolutism as both inefficient and 
oppressive.*? At the same time, the reforms undercut his support among that other portion of 
the French public which still imagined French government as the paternalist, patriarchal rule 
of an all-powerful king beneficently overseeing the well-being of even the least of his 
subjects. In less than two years, court enemies profited from this lack of support to engineer 
Turgot’s downfall. His reforms were mostly reversed, contributing to the background of 
political confusion and paralysis against which, thirteen years later, the French Revolution 
would begin. 

An example from twenty-first-century American politics shows how contemporary 
technocratic reform can run into very much the same sort of political disaster. Barack Obama, 
on taking office in 2009, concluded that political opposition would make it impossible for 
him to reform American healthcare through the implementation of a full, taxpayer-supported 
national insurance scheme of the sort that existed in Canada or many Western European 
countries. Instead, he and his advisers crafted the programme known as Obamacare, which 
rested on free-market principles and obliged citizens to purchase private health insurance (it 
built on ideas first developed by the right-wing Heritage Foundation, and first implemented 
by a Republican governor, Mitt Romney, in Massachusetts).*! As a technocratic tweak to the 
grievous deficiencies of the existing American healthcare system, Obamacare actually 
worked quite well. It reduced the proportion of adult Americans under sixty-five without 
healthcare coverage from 22.3 per cent in 2009 to just 12.4 per cent by 2016.** But it quickly 
ran into massive political opposition. Right-wing populists eager to discredit and defeat 
Obama seized on it as a classic example of ‘elite’, arrogant experts imposing abstract, 
unworkable and harmful ideas on an unsuspecting public. The error-prone debut of the 
system, and the widespread perception that the American government was denying citizens 
free choice in healthcare matters only strengthened this reaction, which fuelled a large-scale 
repudiation of Obama’s Democrats in the mid-term elections of 2010. Ultimately, it also 
contributed to the populist wave that brought Donald Trump to power in 2016. But 
Obamacare’s reliance on free-market mechanisms, the need to pay high deductibles and 
wildly shifting, unpredictable prices, and the reform’s very presentation as a tweak, meant 
that Democrats had great difficulty generating active political support for it.*? The fervent 
young volunteers who campaigned for the socialist Bernie Sanders in 2016 and 2020, 
inspired in large part by his call for ‘Medicare for All’, never marched for Obamacare. 


Conclusion 


Steven Pinker has understandably attracted a large and enthusiastic audience for his books. 
His writing is engaging, amusing and provocatively counter-intuitive. No less a figure than 
Bill Gates has described Enlightenment Now as ‘my new favorite book of all time’.** But the 
existence of a large and appreciative readership does not mean that an equally large 
constituency endorses Pinker’s vision of technocratic neoliberalism. The readers appreciate 


the book’s prose qualities, take comfort from its reassuring message of human advancement 
(or, at least, they did until the spring of 2020) and also in some cases probably enjoy its 
snarky, knowing dismissals of intellectuals, particularly left-wing humanists. The 
contradictions, limitations and potentially maligned side effects of its technocratic 
neoliberalism are far more difficult to discern. 

But the contradictions, limitations and side effects are there. Both technocracy and 
neoliberalism, while not incompatible with democratic systems of government, nonetheless 
have in common their suspicion of actual democratic politics, defined as the process by 
which a body of equal citizens can deliberate upon and collectively devise measures to 
pursue the common good. Neoliberalism, as noted, is built upon the faith that a wide range of 
social and economic questions are better regulated by the impersonal, autonomous, self- 
organizing mechanisms of the free market than by such democratic procedures. Technocracy 
is built upon the faith that most citizens simply do not have sufficient learning or analytical 
ability to make reasonable, informed choices about many of the crucial questions facing 
hyper-complex modern societies. 

In practice, however, neither neoliberalism nor technocracy have proven as stable and 
functional as their advocates have hoped. The enormous inequalities generated in 
contemporary neoliberal economies have ramifications that go far beyond simple monetary 
imbalance. Millions have found themselves in precarious jobs, at the mercy of their 
employers’ algorithms, unable to improve their lot. And the enormous political influence that 
so easily follows upon enormous wealth pushes societies in the direction of oligarchy. 
Technocracy, meanwhile, tends to petrify, to cordon off learned experts from the rest of the 
population to such an extent that they become trapped in their own echo chambers, deaf to 
the concerns of a general public they consider ignorant and irrational.*° In both cases, the 
bulk of the population comes to feel powerless, frustrated, resentful, angry. It is a recipe for a 
dangerous populist reaction, and this reaction has followed, in country after country, since the 
middle of the century’s second decade.*° The ‘depoliticization’ that accompanies technocratic 
neoliberalism has led, in practice, to an angry and dangerous repoliticization. In the United 
States, this repoliticization made itself felt so deeply during the first months of the 2020 
pandemic that even basic, unquestioned matters of science and public health, such as the 
ability of face masks to slow the progress of a dangerous viral infection, became politicized. 

Modern, complex societies need free markets, and they need very high levels of technical 
expertise. But we need to recognize that ordinary citizens, however imperfect their 
knowledge and reasoning abilities, need to have a say — an equal say — in determining the 
nature of the common good and in deciding the best overall way to pursue it. We need further 
to recognize that the common good itself cannot be determined by an algorithm or a 
spreadsheet. Human well-being has many different possible elements. The common good is 
determined by reflecting on moral values, on history, on experience. Poetry may offer better 
assistance than a calculator. Above all, it is crucial to remember that without the freedom 
truly to govern themselves — without politics — ordinary people will not always peacefully 
and quietly obey the dictates of the market or the precepts of the experts (or even the experts’ 


‘nudges’). They will turn, in frustration, to the demagogues. Far from moving ever closer 
towards Enlightenment, as Steven Pinker believes, societies will turn back towards an all- 
too-familiar darkness. 
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Steven Pinker, Norbert Elias and The Civilizing 
Process 


Philip Dwyer and Elizabeth Roberts-Pedersen 


The Better Angels of Our Nature is steeped in what many consider to be an unwarranted 
optimism in the future. One of many ‘reasons to be cheerful’, Pinker tells us, is that contrary 
to the horrors of our nightly news bulletins, we walk the streets safer than ever before. While 
this is not the first time that Pinker has posited a sustained and significant decline in violence 
in modern societies, The Better Angels of Our Nature lays out his case in extensive if 
contested statistical detail, arguing that there has been a ‘tenfold-to-fiftyfold’ decrease in 
rates of homicide in Western Europe since the sixteenth century.! He appears to have been 
inspired to think in terms of downward trends by a graph of declining homicide rates in 
England, calculated by Robert Ted Gurr in 1981 and part of a broader effort by historical 
criminologists to quantify long-term patterns in interpersonal violence. It was their data, 
Pinker writes, that convinced him that there was ‘an underappreciated story waiting to be 
told’.* In doing so The Better Angels of Our Nature draws heavily on the work of the German 
sociologist Norbert Elias and his theory of ‘the civilizing process’, first set out in a book of 
the same name published in 1939. 

According to this theory, increasing mastery of psychological ‘drives’ towards impulsivity 
— best demonstrated by the aristocratic adoption of elaborate rules of courtly etiquette — and 
the spread of princely authority, centralized administration and economic ties over larger and 
larger territories resulted in an increasing ‘pacification’ of key societies in Western Europe by 
the early modern period. For many historical criminologists and crime historians, murder is 
understood as an impulsive, if irrational, act. In mapping homicide rates in the same era, 
Elias’ ideas about the development of self-restraint have provided important theoretical 
ballast for data sets that are often uneven or incomplete. It is unsurprising, therefore, that an 
interpretation of Elias is also crucial to Pinker’s thesis, both to explain declining homicide 
rates and to convey a general sense of ‘moral progress’. 

Elias’ The Civilizing Process was no doubt appealing to Pinker in other ways as well. To a 
large degree, Elias’ methodology mirrors the synthesis of historical reflection and 
contemporary psychology the Better Angels promotes. Both authors trade in meta-narratives, 
and seek to explain changes in human behaviour over large time scales through the 


coalescence of interior and exterior factors — what Elias calls ‘internal’ and ‘external’ 
‘restraints’, and what Pinker describes as ‘endogenous’ and ‘exogenous’ ‘forces’.* (Both 
Elias and Pinker appear to be working on the assumption that emotions come in just two 
varieties: expressed and repressed.‘ ) For Pinker, the ‘Civilizing Process’ (he always uses the 
term in capital letters) ‘provides a large part of the explanation for the modern decline in 
violence not only because it predicted the remarkable plunge in European homicide’ but also 
because it made correct ‘predictions’ about two other ‘zones’ where the civilizing process 
never fully penetrated: the working classes, and the developing world, which Pinker 
otherwise refers to as ‘inhospitable territories of the globe’.° Chapter Three of Better Angels 
is premised almost entirely on applying Elias’ civilizing process and the later concept of 
‘informalization’ to an analysis of homicide rates from the early modern period to the present 
day, including the vexed case of the United States, where the homicide rate does not 
outwardly conform to the downward trajectory of European societies. Indeed, that Elias is so 
central to Pinker’s overall thesis perhaps explains why he has appeared reluctant to engage 
seriously with the considerable scholarship critiquing Elias’ work and its interpretation.° 

In this chapter, we want to consider the reception of Elias and his civilizing process in 
Western scholarship, the significant criticisms of the theory, and the way Pinker’s 
interpretation of Elias shapes the optimistic position advanced in Better Angels. Far from 
being what Pinker describes as ‘the most important thinker you have never heard of’, Elias 
has been widely acknowledged as a major theorist since his principal works were 
rediscovered in the 1970s.’ From this period onwards, he enjoyed considerable prominence 
in German, French and Anglophone scholarship, not just among the criminologists and crime 
historians mentioned earlier but also among sociologists and political theorists seeking 
encompassing explanations for large-scale social transformations. As Anthony Giddens 
pointed out some years ago, there is a veritable ‘Norbert Elias industry’ that has kept many 
academics very busy.® Historians, particularly those working on the history of emotions and 
the history of manners and civility, have also engaged with Elias’ ideas, though their opinions 
are more divided.? While many recognize the power and originality of his work, many others 
dispute the empirical basis on which it rests, and others reject altogether the idea that a single 
overarching mechanism can ever explain the complexities of the past. It is therefore a little 
disingenuous for Pinker to tout Elias as an unassailed, if underappreciated, authority on the 
decline of violence in the West. This characterization not only minimizes the acclaim Elias 
eventually received in the latter part of his career but also risks obscuring the robust and 
ongoing critiques of his work, including Elias’ own profound discomfort with a key corollary 
of his theory — the state’s monopolization of the use of force. 

Elias had tragic, intimate knowledge of the implications of the state’s consolidation of the 
means of violence, circumstances that are inseparable from the interpretation of The 
Civilizing Process and his later works. One of the many German-Jewish intellectuals forced 
out of the universities after the Nazi takeover, he wrote The Civilizing Process in exile in 
London. The only child of a respectable Jewish family in Breslau, he lost both parents during 


the war, his father dying of natural causes in 1940 and his mother murdered in Auschwitz in 
1941. While Pinker does acknowledge this important personal context in Better Angels, he 
largely underplays the degree to which these searing experiences informed Elias’ views on 
the relationship between violence and the state, including the degree to which the Second 
World War and the Holocaust could be explained within the context of an ongoing ‘civilizing 
process’. As we shall see, it is difficult to believe that Elias would have shared Pinker’s blithe 
optimism about human betterment, as well as Better Angels’ broader complacency about the 
extent of state-sanctioned killing in the twentieth century. For Elias, humans were always 
‘becoming’ civilized — a process without end, ‘never completed and always endangered’ .!” 
For this reason it is important to distinguish Elias’ theory of the civilizing process from the 
account Pinker gives of it. 


Elias and The Civilizing Process 


By Elias’ own account, the origins of The Civilizing Process lie in the library catalogue of the 
British Museum, which Elias visited nearly every day after arriving as an exile in London in 
1935. With a small grant from a Jewish refugees’ committee and some ‘rather vague’ ideas 
about a book he might write, he began browsing the catalogue and calling up any title that 
looked interesting.'! By this method he found the ‘books of etiquette’ and manuels de savoir- 
faire that became so central to Part Two of the first volume of The Civilizing Process, which 
focused on ‘changes in conduct, manners and feelings of embarrassment’ between the 
medieval and early modern period.'* For Elias, the history of these developments was 
significant in two respects. First, changes in attitudes towards things such as table manners 
and bodily functions signalled related changes in people’s affective lives, in particular their 
capacity for self-control and restraint. Second, the spread of elaborate rules of etiquette had a 
distinctly political dimension: evidence of the ‘courticization’ (Verhdlichung) of the 
aristocracy, the process by which the absolutist state stripped the nobility of its martial 
prerogatives and subordinated it to royal directives and laws. With their autonomy reduced 
and their use of violence curtailed, n obles displaced their aggressiveness into competition for 
elite status, all the while regulating and ritualizing interpersonal violence through things like 
codes of honour and duelling. Here Elias presents the workings of the French court as 
paradigmatic, arguing that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries adherence to codes 
of refined behaviour and self-restraint replaced fighting prowess as the marker of high status. 
These behaviours were copied in the lesser courts of Europe and by the emergent French 
bourgeoisie, who consulted manuels de savoir-faire for guidance on correct behaviour. Over 
the course of centuries, and in parallel with the development of more complex judicial 
systems and policing, elite notions of masculine behaviour evolved into a general disdain of 
interpersonal violence as no longer compatible with ‘civilized’ behaviour. 

Elias argued that this represented a major shift in the ‘emotional economy’ of Western 
Europe, one he characterized in Freudian terms as a collective strengthening of the 


superego.!* Indeed, Elias’ ideas about ‘civilization’ are closely tied to those elaborated by 


Freud in his Civilization and Its Discontents, which appeared in 1930. Freud argued that 
civilization came about because humans were able to suppress their biological drives or 
instincts. The greatest impediment to culture, the one thing that could lead to the 
disintegration of civilization, was man’s tendency to aggression, which was innate.'* It was 
only by ‘internalizing’ those instincts, and in particular aggression, that civilization could 
come about. Elias took this psychic structure one step further, and linked the rise of the state 
and state control to the development of self-control — the mastery of impulsivity via what 
Elias described as ‘foresight or reflection’.!° In contrast to Freud, who believed that 
civilization was based upon biological processes, Elias believed that affect regulation was 
learned in specific relationships with others.'° For Elias, these ‘affective changes’ at the level 
of the individual reflected and reinforced political and economic developments that tended 
towards consolidation of both territory and authority. The ‘monopoly of physical force or 
violence’ (Gewaltmonopol) was one; the monopolization of taxation, emblematic of greater 
commercial interdependence, was another; the culmination of these tendencies in the creation 
of ever larger and internally coherent political and economic formations was a third. Put 
another way, one of the central tenets of the civilizing process is the idea of the 
internalization of emotions, of an imposition of self-constraint, coupled with an evolution in 
the complexity of the state and its control over its citizens. The civilizing process thus goes 
hand in hand with modernization, or as Elias called it, ‘the progress of the west’.!” 

In making this argument Elias was not just interpreting the past but making a claim for an 
empirically informed and historically conscious sociology, one that took seriously the 
psychological lives of individuals and the effects of emotions and behaviours on society at 
large. During his long academic apprenticeship in Germany, he had come to understand the 
leading lights of the discipline as still preoccupied with the ramifications of Marx’s 
materialist conception of history for the interpretation of society and social processes. At 
Heidelberg, Alfred Weber espoused a liberal humanist position that elevated culture above 
economics but barely concealed a distorting ‘personal metaphysics’; his mentor Karl 
Mannheim pursued a theory of knowledge that, to Elias, threatened to ‘relativize 
everything’.'® Focusing instead on the evolving relations between psychic processes and 
social structures held out the possibility of explaining not only change over time but also the 
internal dynamics of contemporary societies. 

Elucidating and defending this interdependency was key. For Elias, society could only exist 
as a collection of individuals in relationship with each other, tied together, in both economic 
and social terms, in ‘chains of mutual reliance’, a sort of network of interdependent human 
beings.!° Yet Elias’ claims about the methodological virtues of The Civilizing Process also 
suggest two broader, related but largely unresolved questions: first, the extent to which Elias 
understood his theory to apply beyond the specific context of Western Europe (and, perhaps 
more accurately, the French court and its imitators) in the medieval and early modern 
periods; and second, the degree to which Elias regarded the civilizing process as a desirable 
and necessary step of human development. Here the evidence is mixed, perhaps because 


Elias was constantly revisiting his own positions. Certainly at times Elias underlined that he 
did not believe in some sort of linear progression in history, even if the civilizing process has 
often been interpreted that way. By this view the civilizing mechanism is blind, composed 
of fits and starts, with no guarantee of its ultimate success nor prospect of an endpoint, and 
with no moral commentary attached.2! In this interpretation, too, Elias is ambivalent about 
the process he describes, particularly its culmination in the triumph of the state and its 
capacity to wield deadly force. 

By another view, however, The Civilizing Process vacillates between treating ‘civilization’ 
as an ideological, Western invention, the means by which ‘the barbarian’ is created, and as a 
normal and even desirable state of being.** The chronology underpinning The Civilizing 
Process necessarily implies a ‘directional’ narrative in which the Renaissance marks a 
turning point in the affective lives of Europeans, cleaving them off from both past European 
societies and non-Western societies yet to follow in Europe’s footsteps.*? This has caused 
numerous critics to accuse Elias, like Max Weber before him, of promoting a kind of 
Eurocentric determinism, as well as reproducing racialized hierarchies of ‘civilized’ men and 
‘savages’.** While his supporters have defended him against such charges, and some scholars 
have attempted to apply the theory to other parts of the world, the accusation has nevertheless 
remained central to critiques of Elias.*? The theory has found little resonance in 
historiographies outside of the Western world. 


Reception and critiques 


Speculation about the Eurocentrism of The Civilizing Process underscores the degree to 
which scholars have engaged with Elias’ work since new editions and translations became 
available in the 1970s. It is true that the first edition of The Civilizing Process, published as 
two volumes in 1939 by a straightened Swiss publishing house, received limited attention in 
the context of the outbreak of the Second World War. Unable to find secure academic work 
(and at one point interned as an enemy alien), Elias really was an important thinker no one 
had ever heard of. But, once Elias established himself at the University of Leicester in the 
mid-1950s, his reputation as a teacher and a scholar grew rapidly, as did interest in the 
themes of his pre-war writings, which found contemporary expression in his analysis of 
sport, ‘informalization’ and the theory of ‘figurations’ more generally. Elias’ British 
collaborators — particularly Eric Dunning and Stephen Mennell — were key interlocutors; the 
Dutch scholar Johan Goudsblom also did much to promote and defend Elias’ work.*° A new 
German edition of The Civilizing Process published in 1969 and French and English 
translations in the 1970s and early 1980s reflected a growing appreciation of Elias as a 
sociological theorist. Elements of The Civilizing Process also fit with developments in 
historical theory and practice. In France, for example, Elias’ erudite treatment of the 
evolution of manners, published as La Civilisation des moeurs in 1973, mirrored the Annales 
school’s preoccupation with mentalités, an affinity that has continued in Elias’ appeal for a 
number of historians of emotion.’ In its reflections on the production of knowledge and the 


relations between the idea of ‘civilization’ and the self-image of the West, The Civilizing 
Process also arguably echoed elements of French post-structuralist and postmodernist 
thought gaining prominence during this period. Tellingly, Francois Furet, Roger Chartier and 
Pierre Bourdieu all sang its praises — an ecumenical endorsement that perhaps reflected 
historian Arlette Farge’s wry observation that the theory of the civilizing process was un prét 
d penser (ready to think), a play on the phrase prét a porter (ready-to-wear clothes) that 
implied the theory’s widespread but shallow appeal. It also helped that the largely favourable 
portrayal of the early modern French court in The Civilizing Process (a view now disputed by 
historians) was relentlessly juxtaposed to the coarser norms of the German principalities.*° In 
Germany itself the reception of Elias’ work was more mixed, with robust critiques issued by 
Gerd Schwerhoff and Martin Dinges on the grounds that both Elias’ history and psychology 
were outdated.79 

As we have already indicated, from the 1980s onwards historians of crime also found The 
Civilizing Process to be a compelling and convenient explanation for phenomena they saw 
written in the data. This is despite the fact that Elias’ treatment of interpersonal violence 
(such as murder and assault) is less thoroughgoing and more generalized than his treatment 
of the evolution of the state’s monopoly of violence and its corollaries, such as changes in the 
conduct of warfare. Elias used the term Angriffslust (literally, ‘the lust for attacking someone’ 
or aggressiveness) very broadly, to encompass the cruelty of knights in wartime, the feuding 
of the medieval burghers and the impulsivity of ordinary people who were ‘quick to draw 
their knives’.°° Nevertheless, a number of scholars have adapted Elias’ theory in an attempt 
to explain long-term patterns of interpersonal violence specifically, including Robert van 
Krieken, Jonathan Fletcher, Eric Johnson, Eric Monkkonen, Jeffrey Adler and in particular 
Pieter Spierenburg, who was one of the first to introduce Elias to historians of crime and who 
became one of his most ardent champions.*! 

Not all crime historians have wholeheartedly endorsed Elias’ theory, however. The French 
historian Robert Muchembled suggests that not everything can be explained by the civilizing 
process and that in France the reduction in homicide was not entirely related to courtly 
etiquette and that the decline began much earlier, from the 1580s onwards, though he does 
agree with Elias about the importance of the nobility in initiating it.** In his work on the 
history of violence in England, James Sharpe is more critical of the civilizing process than 
some of his peers, while Randolph Roth argues that declines and spikes in violence are 
explained not by ‘civilization’, but by the ability of the state to bring people to justice and to 
defend life and property.*° 

These reservations point to a wider conceptual question about the degree to which The 
Civilizing Process can accommodate revisions in historical understanding of the suppositions 
on which it rests. In the preface to the first edition, Elias wrote that he did not want to make 
‘a theory of civilization in the air’, that his arguments would proceed from ‘documents of 
historical experience’.** How does the theory measure up now, if elements of the history are 
in dispute? For example, Elias’ portrayal of medieval people as ‘childlike’, ‘emotive’ and 


lacking in self-control, which Pinker unquestioningly accepts, draws heavily on Johan 
Huizinga’s The Waning of the Middle Ages, published in 1919.°° Both accounts are now 
understood to be one-dimensional caricatures of people whose emotional lives were as 
complex and varied as those in the period that followed. We know, too, that much of the 
supposed spontaneous violence of the medieval period, far from being irrational or inchoate, 
was often defined by cultural norms and unfolded according to predictable cultural scripts.°° 
Do these inaccuracies about the medieval period nullify the theory as a whole? What about 
Elias’ relative neglect of religion as a factor in subjective experience, or the relegation of the 
bourgeoisie to the role of mere imitators, or the marginal role accorded to the working class? 
37 Do problems with chronology and periodization matter? What if the character and extent 
of violence in the early modern period suggests not a lessening of the violent impulses of the 
medieval period but their increase? The religious wars of the sixteenth century, the 
exterminatory aspects of many imperial endeavours and an increase in European homicide 
rates, which peaked in the first half of the seventeenth century, all occurred during a period 
Elias designates as one of increasing self-restraint. These problems do not render the theory 
worthless, but they do make it highly contestable, calling into question its internal coherence 
and the conclusions that spring from it. Moreover, the fields of history, political science and 
psychology have evolved substantially over the eighty years since Elias’ work was first 
published so that most of the premises, not to mention the empirical bases underlying the 
‘civilizing process’, can, if not be dismissed outright, then at least be called into question. 
Since the 1930s, scholars have rethought concepts such as the connection between the citizen 
and the state; the Weberian notion of the ‘monopoly of violence’ and the manner in which 
punishment was meted out; the development of the self and its association to violence and 
the emotions in the early modern and modern eras; and the relevance of Freudian ideas to 
history. Today, the precepts on which the theory of the civilizing process was built are 
beginning to look unsound. 


Pinker’s use of The Civilizing Process 


While scholars’ engagement with and critique of Elias’ work has been extensive, Pinker has 
used The Civilizing Process expansively and uncritically to support his interpretation of 
violence in human history. Pinker makes much of Elias’ powers of prediction, for example, 
arguing that The Civilizing Process was the only theory that ‘anticipated’ the work of 
historical criminologists like Ted Gurr, Manuel Eisner and J. S. Cockburn, whose empirical 
findings on falling homicide rates began to appear and gained currency in the 1970s and 
1980s. In this way Elias has passed a ‘stringent test for a scientific hypothesis’.*° But Pinker 
has this backwards. The Civilizing Process does not ‘predict’ a fall in homicide rates; as we 
have noted, Elias mentions this kind of interpersonal violence only a handful of times. At 
most The Civilizing Process implies the possibility of a decline in interpersonal violence, but 
only as a corollary of a broader mechanism by which Western Europeans learned to control 
the outward expression of their inner drives, a process which in turn reinforced the authority 


of the state and its instruments. That this caused a decline in the murder rate is an 
extrapolation made by others, not the substance of the theory itself. 

Pinker also glosses over Elias’ use of Freud to reflect his own preferred ‘theory of mind’, 
described in Better Angels as ‘a synthesis of cognitive science, affective and cognitive 
neuroscience, social and evolutionary psychology, and other sciences of human nature’.*? 
Elias’ Freudianism was thoroughgoing — he was in analysis for many years in London, was 
formally trained in group therapy and for a time even practised as a group therapist — but 
Pinker downplays its influence on The Civilizing Process, assuring the reader that Elias 
‘stayed away from Freud’s more exotic claims’, and only used his theories to understand the 
psychology of self-control and empathy. Similarly, and in a rather transparent attempt to 
separate Elias from his postmodernist admirers (always, for Pinker, the undifferentiated bétes 
noires of rational inquiry), Pinker also minimizes the degree to which Elias relies on culture, 
and not just biology, as an explanation for changes in human behaviour. ‘To his credit’, 
writes Pinker, ‘Elias leapfrogged academic fashion in not claiming that early modern 
Europeans “invented” or “constructed” self-control.’ Rather, ‘[hJe claimed only that they 
toned up a mental faculty that had always been a part of human nature but which the 
medievals had underused.’*° It is true that Elias, the former medical student, took biology 
seriously. But in The Civilizing Process the separation between a biological capacity for self- 
control and the cultural meanings attached to it is not so cut and dried. Indeed, for Elias, 
ideas about self-control and its exercise were at least as important as the mechanism itself in 
explaining the pacification of West European societies. In particular, they were central to 
Western Europeans’ view of themselves as ‘civilized’, that is, to a shared self-image based on 
a mutual and culturally mediated understanding of self-control and its meanings (and, in that 
sense, one partially ‘constructed’ by beliefs as much as objective reality). This insistence on 
the mutually reinforcing relationship of biology and culture underlines both the fragility of 
this self-control and its inhibitions on violence should circumstances change and the capacity 
for pronouncements about widespread self-control to disguise more subterranean forms of 
violence. 

Pinker also goes to some lengths to apply aspects of the civilizing process to the recent 
past, and in particular trends in homicide data from the 1960s, when there was a distinct rise 
in the murder rate in the United States, a peak in the early 1970s, before coming down and 
then rising again until it reached another peak in 1991.4! Could there be, Pinker wonders, a 
connection between the counterculture’s ‘glorification of dissoluteness’, a concomitant 
decline in manners, and an increase in violence in daily life during the 1960s and early 
1970s? Here his reasoning becomes slightly confused. He is eager to co-opt the notion of 
‘informalization’, a concept developed by Elias and collaborators such as Cas Wouters 
(whom Pinker cites), to describe the reduced emphasis on formal rules of etiquette in modern 
daily life during this period. The point of informalization, however, was not that it signalled a 
reversal of the civilizing process, but rather the opposite: that self-control had become so 
ingrained in people’s psyches that behaviour signalling the existence of that self-control — 
complex rules at table, formalities in dress and speech, for example — was no longer 


necessary.“ 

In his analysis of the American homicide rate, Pinker conflates informalization with 
‘decivilization’, characterizing the 1960s as a period of lowered inhibitions, diminished self- 
restraint and consequent moral decline. While declining values — defined by Pinker in an 
extraordinarily politically conservative manner, such as rising divorce rates and births out of 
wedlock — and vulgar pop culture may not have been the direct cause of an increase in 
violence, ‘there are plausible causal arrows from the decivilizing mindset to the facilitation of 
actual violence’.*? These decivilizing effects (in concert with the not-insignificant effects of 
poverty and discrimination, which Pinker tangentially acknowledges) hit African American 
communities particularly hard.*+ Thankfully, there was a ‘recivilizing’ movement in the 
1990s.*° When the counterculture petered out, the civilizing process was ‘restored to its 
forward direction’. 

This turnaround came about in part because of mass incarceration (‘almost certain to lower 
crime rates’, although Pinker admits that the argument is not ‘watertight’), increased policing 
and a change in sensibilities.4° Here Pinker appears sanguine about both the longer-term 
effects of mass incarceration on Black communities and the ongoing continuity of the 
American murder statistics, now returned to their civilized trajectory. Homicides rates in the 
United States do seem to have plateaued between 1999 and 2008. But, as history repeatedly 
attests, it is always possible to speak too soon. Another uptick appears to be taking place 
since 2015, although it is too early to tell yet just how far it will go. 

In addition, rates of suicide — an act of violence against the self, though one understudied in 
the history of homicide literature — seem to be rising steadily and is a trend that Pinker 
completely ignores. (The only mention of suicide in The Better Angels of Our Nature is 
limited to suicide terrorism.*” ) Recent research points to an inverse relation between 
homicide and suicide, that is, as homicide numbers decline, numbers of suicides increase. 
This began to happen in Europe during the middle of the seventeenth century and into the 
eighteenth, so that today some 800,000 people in the world commit suicide each year, 
compared to some 385,000 homicides. The relation between homicide and suicide is not 
universal, but it is clear in many modern societies, including in developing nations such as 
Sri Lanka, and may have something to do with the internalization of concepts of male 
honour.*® The implications for the ‘civilizing process’ have yet to be explained. 

If Pinker is quick to declare 1960s America as decivilized, he is strangely resistant to doing 
the same to the example that inspired the concept: Nazi Germany. Indeed, Pinker tends to 
downplay what is painfully evident to historians of the twentieth century and a cause of 
lifelong anguish for Elias himself — the implications of the civilizing process for our 
understanding of state-directed violence, including the kind perpetrated by the Nazis between 
1933 and 1945. Elias grappled with this ‘German question’ his entire career; later in life he 
indicated that he was partly motivated to write The Civilizing Process in order to better 
understand the rise of the Nazis, whose initial excesses he had witnessed at close quarters 


while a young academic at Frankfurt University.*? Elias’ most definitive statements on this 


topic are in The Germans, a collection of essays published in 1989, shortly before his death. 
In these pieces, Elias positioned Nazism and the Holocaust as a ‘regression’ or 
‘rebarbarization’ of German society — what later commentators have understood to be a kind 
of ‘decivilizing spurt’ (Schub in German) or reversal.°° Elias argued that Nazism tapped into 
a deep and distinctively German nostalgia for satisfaktionsfdhigkeit — an aristocratic code of 
honour dating from the eighteenth century, in which an offence demanded satisfaction 
through duelling.°! This widespread consensus that a perceived insult required a violent (if 
ritualized) response made defeat in the First World War and the subjugation implicit in 
demilitarization acutely painful. The Freikorps, private extreme-right paramilitary units that 
appeared after the defeat in 1918, were the epitome of this tendency, which the Nazis then 
extended and racialized. Under these conditions, the self-restraint instilled over centuries 
disintegrated rapidly, in a process that demonstrated the disturbing ‘vulnerability of 
civilization’.°* 

While there are problems with the explanations Elias sets out in The Germans — if centuries 
of psychological habitus could be overthrown so quickly, how real was it to begin with? — his 
theorizing at least acknowledged the need to try and account for the catastrophe of Nazism 
via the mechanisms described by The Civilizing Process itself. That work, after all, purported 
to demonstrate a pacification process that was thoroughgoing, anchored in a general mastery 
of psychological drives, and applicable both to individuals and to societies as a whole. A 
cataclysmic war and genocide in the heart of civilized Europe called all this into question. 
Pinker, on the other hand, treats the civilizing process as if it was only ever intended to apply 
to rates of homicide — in other words, to the one kind of violence that seems to 
retrospectively validate the theory. Like other accounts of the history of homicide that use 
Elias’ civilizing process as explanatory, in Better Angels Pinker must quarantine these ‘one- 
on-one homicides’, perpetrated within the bounds of the nation-state, from genocides (often 
perpetrated by the nation-state on ‘others’ and therefore invisible in crime statistics), in order 
to prove a putative reduction in violence. On this basis Pinker suggests that perhaps Elias 
need not have bothered with the arguments he proposed in The Germans, since ‘in Germany 
during the Nazi years the declining trend for one-on-one homicides continued’.°? By this 
logic the civilizing process went on, like time’s arrow, through the political violence of the 
1930s, through the Second World War, through the Holocaust. It was thrown off course not 
by the piles of corpses in Europe, but by the hippies and their bad manners. The numbers say 
so. 

That the official homicide rate within Germany declined at the same time as some German 
citizens and their collaborators murdered millions of people at the lips of mass graves or 
gassed them to death, first in mobile wagons and then later in purpose built death camps, is 
hardly a consoling thought. It also underlines just how problematic it is to use homicide 
figures as some sort of singular measure of violence in a society.°* But the insistence on such 
a distinction is wholly characteristic of Pinker’s tendency to reduce the catastrophic, state- 
directed violence of the first half of the twentieth century to a statistical blip in an otherwise 
heartening trajectory. Rather than be driven to despair by the fact of its occurrence, Pinker 


seems to suggest, we should instead be happy that in the several decades since 1945, there 
has not been another genocide of comparable scale.*° 

Similarly, and in the context of this statistical view, Pinker’s alternative to Elias’ writing on 
Nazism — that it and the Holocaust are not examples of ‘decivilization’ but rather a 
demonstration of how the ‘compartmentalization of the moral sense’, in concert with high 
levels of ideology and coercion, can lead to wars and genocides ‘even in otherwise civilized 
societies’ — suggests a broader willingness to retrofit explanatory frameworks to the contours 
of his data. (This includes the ‘no Hitler, no Holocaust’ thesis, invoked at several points as 
though it is uncontested.°© ) Indeed, having contextualized the Holocaust numerically, Pinker 
seems largely unconcerned by the reams of scholarship seeking, as Elias did, to understand 
and interpret the genocide within the history of violence and progress in the West. Indeed, as 
critics of both Better Angels and his more recent Enlightenment Now have pointed out, he is 
vehemently resistant to accounts suggesting that there may be a connection between the 
industrialized killing of the Holocaust and the ‘rational’ precepts of modernity, leading him to 
mischaracterize all utopian ideologies (except democracy) as products of the counter- 
Enlightenment.°’ For historians trained to value nuance over bald assertion, the case is far 
from closed on either score. 


Conclusion 


Even if we accept the existence of a civilizing mechanism working away over centuries, the 
concept is an ambivalent one that cont ains within it the ‘the potential to unleash the forces it 
would label “barbaric” on an unprecedented scale’.°® Indeed, the brutality of two world wars 
and twentieth-century dictatorships is one of the paradoxes of the rise of the modern state: 
the expansion of the state and its monopoly over violence (a la Weber and Elias) may be 
responsible for increased public order and security for its citizenry, but at the same time the 
capacity of the state to inflict destruction has increased dramatically, so that it is responsible 
for some of the worst crimes of the twentieth century — genocide, ethnic cleansing on a 
massive scale, starvation, massacres and mass murder.” Elias found this destructive potential 
of the modern state — both the means of pacification and ‘a dangerous instrument’ — 
troubling.°° Pinker appears far less concerned. 

It is obvious, however, that Elias has had a significant impact, not just on Pinker, but on the 
way scholars understand the association between psychic processes and_ social 
transformations, including the history of violence in the West. In this sense the civilizing 
process has proved resilient, and scholars across disciplines still engage with elements of the 
theory and suggest ways in which his model might be reworked, revised and improved. As 
we have seen, however, there are questions around the applicability of the model to an 
understanding of violence, questions that Pinker should have engaged with. A number of 
historians have argued that there is no empirical evidence that the modern economy, the 
modern state, modern manners or modem science have had any long-term impact on 
humanity’s predisposition to violence. On the contrary, scholars have argued that the scale of 


collective brutality dramatically increases with the rise of modern social organizations, while 


the scale and the character of interpersonal violence remains essentially the same.°! Similarly, 
there is an argument that as the state increased its hold and as some forms of violence 


declined, other forms became far less public and much more private.°* Put another way, 
violence evolves and changes, not just quantitatively but also qualitatively. It is, however, 
impossible to measure with any degree of accuracy those forms of violence that are private — 
especially domestic violence, child abuse, sexual assault and rape — largely because they are 
either not reported or significantly under-reported. It does seem to be the case, however, that 
when the state is very centralized (as we see in totalitarian states), or on the contrary when 


the state is absent, violence tends to be high. 

How do we view the present moment? Europeans today are as capable as ever of 
interpersonal violence and in certain circumstances, as we have seen with any number of 
wars and civil wars over the last century, can be just as murderous as their forebears. The 
spread of literacy, refined manners and involvement in national and international economic 
markets has not made all that much of a difference to rates of violence over the last 200 
years, despite Pinker’s assertion to the contrary. For Pinker, there are two choices: either the 
world is ‘a nightmare of crime, terrorism, genocide, and war’ or it is ‘by the standards of 


history . . . blessed by unprecedented levels of peaceful coexistence’. It is true that judged 
by the ‘standards of history’ many of us in the privileged West live lives wholly unlike those 
of our sixteenth- and seventeenth-century counterparts. But it is surely worth reflecting on 
what meaning we place on that change. As we have argued, Pinker and Elias diverge 
significantly on this point. For Elias, the civilizing process is contingent and reversible. 
Pinker, on the other hand, uses Elias’ concept of the civilizing process in a manner for which 
it was never really intended — to explain the putative, long-term decline in violence and to 
project it into the future. If this not an outright distortion of Elias, it is also not a particularly 
thoughtful or sophisticated use of his theory. Whether one thinks that the civilizing process 
is, in the words of Gerd Schwerhoff, the ‘last theoretical dinosaur’ of its kind, or whether it is 
the ‘only theoretical framework’ that can explain violence, the time has probably come to 
treat Elias as ‘an important social and cultural figure of the 1930s and 1940s, but not as a 


guide for present-day historical research’.®° 
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Steven Pinker’s ‘prehistoric anarchy’ 


A bioarchaeological critique 


Linda Fibiger 


Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature is not the first work to put 
bioarchaeological evidence (i.e. data resulting from the scientific analysis of human skeletal 
remains) at the heart of its argument for high levels of violence in the past.' Lawrence 
Keeley’s War Before Civilization did exactly that, using skeletal and ethnographic studies 
when revisiting the prehistoric narrative on violence to reject the image of a pacified past. 
Pinker simply reused most of the skeletal studies featured in Keeley’s work. Since its 
publication in 2011, Pinker’s thesis has been heavily criticized on the basis of its statistical 
inferences, which use percentage deaths in war of up to 60 per cent in select archaeological 
and ethnographic studies.? Most recently, scholars have demonstrated that Keeley’s and 
Pinker’s percentage-based approach of simply considering the number of those engaged in 
violent conflict and the proportion of those killed by violent acts is not a sufficiently robust 
indicator for comparisons across time. They suggest that units with larger population sizes 
(mostly states) produce more casualties ‘per combatant than in ethnographically observed 
small-scale societies or in historical states’, meaning that modern states are not any less 
violent than their archaeological predecessors.* 

Numbers and percentages are at the heart of Pinker’s argument, while their method of 
calculation and lack of contextualization form the basis of the criticism levelled against him. 
The issue of numbers and frequency calculations will resurface in the context of 
bioarchaeological analysis in the following text, but it is terminology which will be 
considered first, followed by a critical exploration of bioarchaeological data generation, 
analysis and interpretation. These underpin much of Pinker’s argument for prehistoric 
violence. His superficial treatment and understanding of key ideas and concepts weakens the 
impact of his thesis that we have simply been evolving from a brutal (pre)historic past 
towards a significantly more peaceful present. In his failure to consider the potential of 


bioarchaeology (and indeed history) to explore the experiential and contextual qualities of 
violent events, he reduces the (pre)historic past, and those who inhabited it, to mere statistical 
props for his larger narrative, rather than considering the skeletal remains of the individuals 
he refers to as the most direct and poignant evidence for past lifeways. 


Reading the prehistoric record 


What is prehistory? 

Prehistory denotes the period prior to written records. A lack of contemporary text, however, 
does not mean that prehistory is silent. Centred on the study of past human societies through 
their material remains, the prehistoric archaeological record is rich and diverse, as are the 
materials that constitute it.° These range from the mineral to the organic, the portable (tools, 
Omaments) to the monumental (temples), the secular (field systems) to the sacred (burial 
mounds) and the permanent (megaliths) to the more transient (seasonal camps) — with the 
borders between these categories and spheres rather fluid and hybridization common. It is 
precisely this diversity that makes archaeology and prehistory, especially at a multiregional 
or a global level, an important discipline. It takes a long-term perspective when addressing 
important and often timeless questions, such as human expansion and settlement, changing 
environments and adaptation, conflict and cooperation.° When including deep prehistory, that 
is, the period of development of hominids into modern humans, this means a record going 
back roughly 2 million years, though archaeological (human-made) remains become more 
widely evident after the end of the last Ice Age around 12,000 years ago.’ 

Archaeology as a discipline developed from an antiquarian, artefact-based approach that 
left littke room for theory or interpretation. This was followed by processual or new 
archaeology, which redefined archaeology as a science that aimed to understand the complex 
cultural and environmental dynamics driving change and adaptation, as well as post- 
processual approaches. New archaeology criticized the dominance of natural science data and 
widened the interpretative scope to include questions of, among others, gender, materiality 
and identity.2 Today’s archaeology is a multidisciplinary subject with increasing 
specialization; ancient DNA analysis in particular has brought the natural sciences back to the 
very forefront of archaeology and prehistory.” 

The prehistoric record is by no means unbiased. Evidence is not equally distributed in space 
and time, and just like social anthropologists, archaeologists of prehistory and beyond have 
wrestled with the notion that ‘there is no such thing as objective knowledge’ and that 
‘archaeological interpretations are influenced by society, culture, and self-interest’.'° This 
may become even harder to avoid when studying prehistory, simply because it involves 
peoples, places and events further removed from our own experiences — a point which will be 
revisited in view of Pinker’s treatment of this period. At the same time, prehistoric 
archaeology is constantly evolving, both in methods and in the nature and extent of the 
evidence available, to overcome some of these challenges. Its long-term and inclusive 
approach, particularly with regard to bioarchaeological/skeletal evidence, does not claim to 


be complete, but is much more likely to inform us about a wide section of society, including 
both sexes, all ages and diverse socio-economic groups, than many historical, written 
sources. 


Talking about prehistory and bioarchaeology 

Prehistoric archaeology and bioarchaeology combine a variety of social and natural science 
approaches, which rely on clear, unequivocal language when trying to identify, classify, 
analyse and interpret what is in many cases a fragmented, incomplete and complex record to 
re-create past human activity. This does not mean archaeology or its terminology is universal. 
Examples for variation are regional chronologies and systems of periodization, which are 
underpinned by more widely accepted conventions, ethical and professional frameworks and 
operational procedures (such as The Vermillion Accord on Human Remains). In 
archaeological terms, prehistory encompasses a vast period of tens of thousands of years. Its 
traditional periodization highlights apparent changes in aspects of material culture (Stone 
Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age), and is also punctuated by shifts in subsistence (such as the 
introduction of agriculture), settlement patterns (permanent rather than seasonal settlements) 
and societal organization and administration (such as urbanization).'! 

Pinker, on the other hand, presents ‘prehistory’ as a universal term, a unifying or global 
expression used to refer to non-state societies and the ‘anarchy of the hunting, gathering and 
horticultural societies in which our species spent most of its evolutionary history to the first 
agricultural civilizations with cities and governments, beginning around five thousand years 
ago’.'* His main focus is on hunter-gatherer/horticultural societies and beyond, but this 
means different things to different regions at different times. In Europe, for example, written 
history begins with ancient Greece in the southeast, but in the more northern regions the 
Vikings were still part of the prehistoric Iron Age during the Middle Ages.!° The transition to 
agriculture, as another example, certainly did not equal the universal emergence of cities and 
governments that Pinker claims, highlighting that patterns as well as exceptions are a guiding 
feature of (pre)historic discourse. This shines a rather poor light on Pinker’s literacy and 
understanding of the period of human history that forms the cornerstone of his argument for a 
decline in violence. 

Take, for example, the table illustrating the percentage of deaths in warfare in non-state and 
state societies that Pinker provides (on p. 49) in order to demonstrate just how violent 
prehistoric and hunter-gatherer societies were compared to state societies. Twenty-two sites 
in the table list warfare deaths at prehistoric sites. Overall, they make up a rather incoherent 
sample.'4 One of those sites is Vedbek, a small Danish cemetery in which only two of a total 
of twenty-one individuals presented skeletal changes indicative of violence. This translates 
into a percentage figure of violent deaths of 9.5 per cent (although for some reason it shows 
as around 12 or 13 per cent on Pinker’s table). People were buried at this site in the fifth 
millennium BC, which for the region means they belong to the Mesolithic (i.e. hunter- 
gatherer dominated) Ertebglle horizon (named after its type site in Jutland), representing 
complex hunter-gatherer-fisher groups with settlement sites (some of which were probably 


occupied year-round). 

A single site from Denmark is not representative of the non-state prehistoric horizon in a 
Northern European context, and it is certainly highly problematic comparing or even 
grouping it with geographically and temporally removed sites from India, Africa and North 
America that join Vedbek in Pinker’s table. All of these sites have been selected purely, one 
imagines, because the findings have been published in English. Indeed, all non-state 
references can be gleaned from two works, one by Keeley, which has been already 
mentioned, and the other by Azar Gat, both of which are English-language summary works; 
primary data is wholly absent.!° 

As for the variability of the prehistoric record, a completely different picture for the 
Mesolithic emerges when we cross the North Sea into Britain. In Britain, no Mesolithic 
cemeteries have to date been excavated; human remains are usually found disarticulated and 
in a variety of mostly non-funerary contexts so that the complete skeletal record for the 
whole period (c. 4000-2300 BC) consists of fewer skeletal remains than the single site of 
Vedbek. Skeletal remains provide the most direct evidence for violence in prehistory, 
especially in times and places where specialized weapons may not exist or fortified 
architecture is absent.'° Of course, we can only analyse them where we find them, but it 
would be difficult to make a broad statement about cross-regional or continental trends of 
violent interaction in prehi story from the remains of twenty-one individuals found in a small 
cemetery. To put this in perspective, this author’s own bioarchaeological investigation of 
violence in Neolithic Europe involved the analysis of over 1,000 individuals from over 150 
sites spanning a period of over 3,000 years. Even at that much larger scale, this only 
meaningfully reflects on the prevalence and importance of violence in the specific region 
covered by the research, which saw endemic levels of violent interaction which included both 
fatal and non-fatal incidences.!’ This is at odds with Pinker’s bold statements about whole 
continents based on a very limited evidence that focuses purely on fatalities as an indicator of 
violence. How this approach of Pinker’s misconstrues the impact and meaning of violence 
will be further discussed later in the chapter. 


Defining violence and war 
These kinds of figures raise other interesting questions like, what is violence, and how do we 
define, recognize and measure it? The term ‘violence’ in its primary, dictionary-defined 
meaning is the ‘exercise of physical force so as to inflict injury on, or cause damage to, 
persons or property’.!® This is in line with many of the current anthropological definitions of 
violence.!? There are, of course, other forms of violence which entail ‘emotional, 
psychological, sexual or material damage’ rather than bodily harm. Physical injury oftentimes 
can result in emotional and psychological damage, and different cultural norms exist for what 
actually constitutes violence, which include emotional and psychological maltreatment or 
structural violence.*° Pinker’s measure of violence in terms of fatalities only, death as the 
result of visibly violent injury, is rather limited in this context. 

While the skeletal marker of an injury committed with a particular weapon and particular 


force may be the same whether committed in prehistory or committed today, its meaning as 
‘violent’ cannot be assumed to be universal, and is likely to have been interpreted and 
defined differently in the prehistoric past from how we view it today. This is not disputing the 
impact of pain, suffering and potential longer-term consequences of and injury inflicted by 
(an)other human being(s), but it questions how this particular type of interaction would have 
been defined, given a particular context. How do we define violence, especially when 
viewing prehistory through our modern observer bias? 

The subtitle of Pinker’s book refers to the history of violence, but it is warfare that features 
large in his narrative and is applied universally to a variety of contexts and data sets, ranging 
from violence-related skeletal trauma data in prehistoric grave sites to death statistics from 
the world wars. It raises questions about the concept of warfare, what actually constitutes true 
evidence for its presence, and how it may vary depending on the context and period. This is 
an underdeveloped but important aspect in Pinker’s argument. 

Available definitions of warfare arise from anthropological, archaeological, historical and 
military studies and place different emphases on social, tactical and physical aspects, varying 
degrees of specificity and complexity and different scales of conflict. Physical force and 
domination are recurring features in existing characterizations of warfare, as are its link to 
groups or defined units.*! Additional identifying features frequently examined are lethality, 
territoriality and duration.** At other times, warfare is defined exclusively as a state 
activity.*° All of these attributes are valid and important considerations, but they are varied 
and not universally present in Pinker’s data sample. 

The scale o f feuding and raiding, common expressions of conflict in pre-industrialized, 
preliterate small-scale societies like those of the earlier prehistoric periods may well be 
characterized by ‘organised fighting’ involving planning, direction and an expected set of 
lasting results.** It may also see the application of the ‘use of organised force between 
independent groups’ and therefore be defined as warfare according to some of the current 
anthropological definitions.*° This does not mean that it is always possible to distinguish its 
presence and consequences, at least archaeologically, from one-off violent events and other 
forms of interpersonal violence such as one-to-one fights, punishment, torture and domestic 
violence. The scale and intensity of a conflict may not necessarily be accurately reflected in 
the archaeological record, and warfare as scaled, organized, long-term group conflict will 
need critical levels of human casualties or material destruction to be visible archaeologically 
and/or bioarchaeologically.*° 

In the face of such different ideas about underlying concepts as well as the actual practice 
of warfare, the main function of Pinker applying the term universally across time and space 
appears to be its superficial simplicity, its familiarity and its popular accessibility in a work 
that is situated across the popular/academic divide. Warfare also suggests a sense of scale that 
— when considering the discussions on Vedbeek and on the statistical validity of some of the 
data in Pinker’s work — may be misleading. It does also, even unintentionally, dramatize, 
perhaps even sensationalize, the topic in a way that the term ‘violence’ may not to the same 


degree.*’ 


Why do we fight? 


There is no question that skeletal evidence for interpersonal violence goes back as far as the 
origins of humans themselves, indicated by traces of potential non-accidental and 
predominantly cranial trauma from a number of hominid and early modern human skeletal 
specimens.*° Throughout the history of Homo sapiens ‘no form of social organisation, mode 
of production, or environmental setting appears to have remained free from interpersonal 
violence for long’ — a statement which is in broad agreement with Pinker’s work.?9 

Potential reasons for and explanations of aggressive behaviour, physical violence and 


warfare have been central to anthropological discourses on conflict and can be broadly 


divided into three main explanatory models: biological, cultural and materialist.°° 


Unfortunately, discussions on these models have not always succeeded in addressing 
problems such as distinguishing cause from effect, or short-term individual and collective 
motivation for violence from long-term ‘differential survivability’ of a particular course of 
violent or non-violent action.°! This puts some of Pinker’s more generalizing, almost 
monocausal statements on the origins, functions and prevalence of interpersonal violence and 
warfare on shaky ground. Multiple levels of causality and various context and culture- 
specific factors may prove to make causal linkages inconclusive and detract from the 
complex interaction between biological, cultural and ecological factors.°* This problem is not 
something that receives the critical reflection it deserves by Pinker. 


Biological perspectives on violence 
While Raymond Dart’s and Robert Ardrey’s ‘killer ape hypothesis’, which dates from the 
1940s and 1950s and which presents aggression and violence as the driving force behind 
human evolution, has long been discredited, the notion of some biological roots for 
aggression and violence persists, receiving more recent support through DNA analysis.*° 
Aggression is a natural part of animal behaviour and biological explanations of aggression 
highlight its potential evolutionary advantages by maximizing reproductive success through 
elimination of competitors — giving it a functional role arising from some prehuman 
tendencies.** Many species are largely unable to kill members of their own species because 
of what has been termed a ‘violence immune system’ in the midbrain.*° Fighting and killing 
between humans, therefore, require a strong motivation as well as conditioning and 
training.°° The biological model suggests that natural selection favours the tendency to attack 
and potentially kill if resulting benefits are sufficiently high, primarily in a system of 
intergroup relationships. This relies on observations of social animals, primarily primate 
species, with some primate species showing skeletal evidence for interpersonal violence very 
similar to that recorded in prehistoric human populations.*” 

The variability of violence, aggression and peaceful interaction throughout human history, 
however, strongly supports the notion that factors other than evolutionary or genetic heritage 


play an important part in the ‘human potential for peace and violence’. It prompted the 
United Nations to issue the ‘Seville statement’ in 1986, which condemns the belief that man 
is violent by nature.*° People do what they do at a certain time and in a certain context, which 
requires very individual, contextual considerations for conflict and violence. These 
considerations of individuality are missing throughout Pinker’s narrative, which is largely 
presented through a psychological evolutionary lens. 


Cultural perspectives on violence 

At the heart of cultural explanations for violence is its definition not only as a physical act 
but as social action, means of communication, interaction and learned cultural behaviour 
pattern.°? This approach makes cultural context the prime determinant for the nature of 


violence and conflict. It accepts the human potential for violence, but views it as ultimately 


developed and constrained by rules and societal conduct.*? 


There is little doubt that individual development is hugely influenced by social learning and 
skills acquired early in life, and these provide some of the foundations for behavioural 
patterns and responses, violent and non-violent, in adulthood.*! Fry’s statement that ‘peace 
begins in the nursery’ certainly has some validity but individual parenting style is only one 
influential factor concerning the potential for violence.t* Community environment and 
encouragement, as well as the toleration or discouragement of violence, is an influential 
societal and therefore cultural factor.47 Human community and group identification, in 
combination with the ethnographically documented influence of learned mistrust or fear of 
strangers and outsiders to the group may also foster the concept of a dualist world view, an 
‘us’ and ‘them’ attitude, with its ultimate culminatio n in intergroup violence.*+ Specific 
situational dynamics aside, culturally determined structural conditions, such as political or 
social systems without centralized power, may also facilitate the escalation of conflict into 
violent interaction in the absence of individuals or groups responsible for negotiating non- 
violent resolution. On the other hand, centralized powers may, of course, mobilize large 
numbers of combatants for much larger-scale conflicts.4° This highlights social-political 
complexity as a contributing factor in the development and scale of violent interaction, an 
observation clearly supported by Pinker, who unfortunately fails to consider that this can 
work both ways when it comes to the development and scale of conflict (i.e. more complex 
does not equal less violent). 


Material perspectives on violence 

Material interests and resource competition, in combination with ecological and 
environmental factors, are some of the most frequently cited and ethnographically 
documented explanations for violent conflict in small-scale societies. Crops, livestock, land, 
water, access to exchange networks and trade all present coveted or necessary, potentially 
limited, oftentimes locally centred natural and social resources worth fighting for. Added to 
this list can be the competition for human resources, such as women or slaves.*° Many social 
goals such as status, prestige or revenge are frequently underlined by material objectives that 


compensate for the potential costs of violent interaction.*” All of the above would have been 
important components in the prehistoric groups Pinker is referring to, and it is in these 
broadly material interests and in the question of gain, both material and personal, that we 
may find explanations for much of the skeletal evidence for interpersonal violence recorded 
during the period. 

Two of the main factors that may upset the balance of natural economic resources are 
environmental and ecological fluctuations and/or population pressure, both of which can 
change resource balances and initiate increased competition and conflict. These are all issues 
that have been highlighted repeatedly for prehistory but which receive scant mention in 
Pinker’s narrative, mostly, one would guess, due to his previously identified illiteracy when it 
comes to reading and understanding the prehistoric record.*® Some researchers have 
presented warfare as a mechanism to correct the potential environmental imbalances and 
pressures on local and regional natural resources by controlling population numbers for a 
particular area. Population growth is limited and rebalanced through casualties, and/or 
populations are scattered over a wider area in the course of conflict. Even though resource 
pressures have a documented role to play, the use of violence cannot necessarily be defined 
as a consciously applied method of population control but may be an unpremeditated by- 
product of violent interaction and conflict in particular cases. 


The complexity of violence 

The aforementioned outline of biological, cultural and materialist explanations for violent 
interaction have demonstrated that it is difficult to isolate any one particular factor as the 
definitive origin of a violent event in a given context or find a universally applicable 
explanation for why and how often people fight. Explanations of violence should not be a 
question of deciding for either nature or nurture, as ‘man is neither, by nature, peaceful nor 
warlike, and some conditions lead to war, others do not’.*? Rather, violence as a variable 
form of human behaviour is shaped by a complex interaction of biological factors, 
environmental conditions and social experiences that may obscure the line between cause and 
effect.°° Social, economic, demographic and psychological needs may influence ultimate 
societal goals and more proximal individual motivation for the application of physical force, 
whether fatal or not. The further we go back in time, the more difficult it may be to 
disentangle this complex web.°! The main message here is to keep in mind that models that 
explain violent interaction in one society or population group cannot be readily applied to 
another and that many of the needs or goals proposed as explanations for violence may be of 
a rather short-term nature. This is an important point with regard to Pinker’s claim of 
universality when discussing violence, no matter what period and context. It may be hard for 
the individual or group to grasp long-term concepts or ideas that reach beyond one’s 
lifetime.°* Even if violent action has or has not had certain consequences in the past, 
individual motivation and potential short-term gain may play a relatively stronger role in 
societies without the formalized central powers to override such concerns in favour of a 
course of action based on long-term memory and experience. 


The bioarchaeological record 


The questions of methodology and ethically sound terminology discussed so far are also at 
the core of human skeletal analysis. A number of caveats and limitations affecting the use of 
skeletal data have an immediate bearing on the validity and suitability of Pinker’s collated 
data sets. Some of these aspects, including the lack of representativeness in the sample, have 
been touched upon in Ferguson’s recent critiques of Pinker but deserve more detailed 


consideration.°° 


The missing Neolithic 
Bioarchaeologists of prehistory have long known about the potential for violence in the 
period, long before Keeley’s coverage of the subject, not least through Joachim Wahl and H. 
G. K6nig’s 1987 publication of the Neolithic mass grave from Talheim, Germany (not 
mentioned by Pinker). The skeletal remains from the site, dating to the later phase of the 
earliest Neolithic in the region (c. 5000 BC), document the violent killing of thirty-four 
individuals, including men, women and children who were consequently buried in a pit 
without apparent care or consideration.°* Overall, the current skeletal data set for the 
Neolithic in Western and Northern Europe in particular, but also for other regions in Europe, 
does in fact present a more comprehensive, better understood and therefore more useful data 
set than the Mesolithic (c. 13,000—4,000 BC) assemblages Pinker has focused on. 
Chronologically, the Neolithic fills the period between Pinker’s apparent hunter-gatherer 
‘anarchy’ (covered by the Palaeolithic and Mesolithic), and what he terms the ‘first 
agricultural civilizations with cities and governments’ (mostly emerging during the Bronze 
and Iron Ages). According to Pinker, this earliest phase of permanently settled 
agriculturalists should mark the beginnings of the decline of violent conflict. However, from 
bioarchaeological studies we know that in the few regions where both good Mesolithic and 
Neolithic skeletal remains are available, violence-related skeletal trauma frequencies do not 
appear to vary much at all and do not represent the peak Pinker is implying.°° The omission 
of the Neolithic from Pinker’s skeletal data set, even though this period marks one of the 
most profound subsistence and cultural changes in human history, is puzzling and unsettling, 
especially in view of ready data availability. It may be explained through ignorance of this 
data source, which seems unlikely. The omission may have more to do with the problem of 
how to represent such a varied and extensive Neolithic data set, which will be discussed in 
more detail in the following text, as well as his reluctance to engage with primary data and a 
reliance on English-language publications. 


Differential diagnosis of violence-related trauma and collated data sets 

Bioarchaeologists diagnose pathologies, including skeletal evidence for trauma, by looking at 
patterns of changes to the skeleton, discussing potential causes for the changes observed and 
making a decision on the most likely cause for the pattern observed with consideration of the 
wider context of the remains (such as the chronological and biological age and the 
archaeological context). In suspected cases where the implement of violence is still present, 


as in the case of embedded projectiles, this may be an obvious process. In all other cases, the 
likelihood of an observed injury to be diagnosed as intentional rather than accidental is 
related to observations on injury location (e.g. the head, while representing a small area of 
the whole body tends to be a prime target for violent assaults), as much as injury morphology 
(bone breaks a certain way depending on the type of impact, such as a blow with a blunt 
object). This analytical process takes into consideration clinical, forensic and experimental 
data as well as the skeleton’s cultural context.°° However, it may not always be possible to 
state with 100 per cent certainty that an injury was violence related; the more contextual and 
analytical detail is provided, the more secure the diagnosis is. 

Collated skeletal trauma data needs to be treated as a constrained resource when 
representing vastly different publication dates that reflect different research methods and 
often a diversity of research questions. Evidence of violence trauma may have been an 
incidental finding rather than the primary focus and may have been identified and diagnosed 
according to disparate criteria. Bioarchaeological analytical methods are constantly changing, 
and violent trauma analysis in particular has undergone a rapid progression over the last 
couple of decades.°” Much of this comes back to the question of the coherence of the data set 
and the criteria for its selection, which in Pinker’s case reflects a clear focus on English- 
language publications and their preselected ready availability. A growing body of recent work 
on violence-related trauma in the Neolithic has involved, in addition to new data on recently 
discovered sites, the reanalysis of existing assemblages according to current analytical 
protocols.°® This has resulted in a more robust and more readily useable and comparable data 
set, one that keeps growing, has revisited previously analysed collections and revised the 
diagnosis of cases of both evidence for and absence of violence-related injuries, largely 
ignored by Pinker.°? Pinker’s prehistoric archaeological site list could therefore easily be 
further supplemented with examples that do not show any sign of violent injury. Unequal 
geographical coverage and sample size impact on bioarchaeological work as it does in 
Pinker’s own account of the prevalence of violence. Unequal distribution of violence is a 
feature of the past and the present, with civil wars a particular confounding element for the 
assessment of violence in the latter, which is not sufficiently acknowledged by Pinker in his 
diachronic comparison. Often, large numbers of individuals are killed in a brutal and efficient 
manner and buried and reburied in multiple and poorly accessible locations. The trauma, fear 
and guilt of survivors as well as political agendas often make obtaining information about 
and locating the remains as well as assessing the total number of casualties problematic; 
political agendas may not even allow for crimes to become public knowledge and enter any 
statistics.° 

Another important consideration is the mixing of data from event-related sites — such as 
those resulting from one-off violent conflict or massacres like Crow Creek, a pre-European 
contact Native American site dating to AD 1325 — which represents a large-scale violent 
event that may or may not be typical for the region and period — versus data from regular 
burial or cemetery sites, such as the earlier example of Mesolithic Vedbek that may be more 


indicative of the day-to-day level of violence within a society.°! These are discrete data sets 
on violent interaction that reflect rather different aspects of human behaviour and society, 
such as a large-scale massacre versus violent deaths within a community that may have 
resulted from a number of scenarios that could include, for example, one-to-one fighting, 
raiding and revenge killings. These different data may also produce quite different injury and 
fatality patterns that can be closely related to age or gender and include or exclude whole 
sections of society.°* This brings the argument back to criticisms of Pinker’s figures. The 
issue here is not just simply with numerical values but with the lack of information on what 
parts of society these figures actually represent. 


Experiential qualities of violence and bioarchaeology 


Despite affirmations to the contrary,’ Pinker’s account of prehistoric violence has neglected 
one of the most important aspects in this discussion, which is the significance of the 
experiential and contextual qualities of any violent event. Throughout the book, Pinker refers 
to the impression of living in an age of violence versus the actual degree of violence present 
and experienced, but he fails to critically examine this question for his own work on 
prehistory. How did people experience life in the distant past that was their daily presence? 
We do not know whether the Mesolithic hunter-gatherer-fisher groups of Vedbek viewed 
their lives as particularly violent, and with the still-limited Mesolithic skeletal data set 
available, we cannot say for certain how representative Vedbek is of the wider European 
Mesolithic. Most importantly, though, it is more complex and challenging than Pinker 
suggests reconciling comparisons of diverse types and scale of violence occurring in 
chronologically and socioculturally diverse contexts. Is the immediacy of small group 
fighting, and its more immediate gains, more violent or cold-blooded than the mechanized 
wars of the twenty-first century? What are the important questions and by what standards do 
we judge a society more violent? 

It is clear that fatality as the main measure of the extent of violence is a rather blunt and 
somewhat flawed tool to truly understand past violence, a reduction to something that can be 
measured universally through a simple number or percentage (though note the difficulties 
inherent in this approach as outlined in the introduction). Violent death certainly conveys an 
important aspect of conflict, but the true extent, cruelty and impact of violence cannot be 
understood without considering its aftermath, such as whether it occurred repeatedly. Injury 
recidivists, that is, those repeatedly sustaining injuries, may highlight sustained versus one- 
off exposure to violence and conflict, and reveal gender and age biases in recurring violent 
interactions.°* Exploring aspects of care and treatment afforded to casualties may allow 
insights into societal support and social relations, and balance the picture to consider violence 
as process rather than event. Bioarchaeologists have most recently considered this issue 
through a more holistic approach that applies diagnostic criteria about the nature and impact 
of an injury resulting from clinical data while also considering the potential requirements of 
care resulting during the healing process or as a result of longer-lasting impairment.°° A 
recent case study from Sweden considered cognitive and functional consequences of a 


traumatic head injury that would potentially have required short-term physical as well as 
longer-term social care. The authors conclud e that ‘the individual was part of a socially 
sustainable society where caring for the individual is a necessity for the society not to 
degrade’.°° 

Studies like these also help us to get away from the ‘othering’ we may unintentionally 
apply when considering the distant human past and make individual and collective 
experiences of violence more immediately relatable.°’ It also prevents us from falling into the 
trap of reducing violence to a single moment in time as manifested by a debilitating or fatal 
injury (Pinker’s fatality count) and recognizes it as a process with significant consequences 
for the individual and his/her social network. 


Conclusion 


One could argue that many of the considerations and criticisms outlined earlier are 
addressing minor points of semantics that should not detract from Pinker’s overarching 
thesis, but between the statistical and interdisciplinary shortcomings and his superficial cross- 
disciplinarity they do add up to a meaningful whole that should not be ignored. This has 
implications for Pinker’s treatment not just of prehistory, but of the historic period as well. It 
is rather telling that Pinker’s thesis, despite its prominence in both the popular and the 
academic sphere, does not feature prominently in _ archaeological or 
bioarchaeological/physical anthropological discourse on the nature of violence, but rather as 
a footnote about his misunderstanding of the complexity of the (bio)archaeological record 
and the identification of past lifeways.? 

Archaeology’s particularly close-up view of the past has always been inherently 
interdisciplinary, including the sciences and the humanities. For bioarchaeology, this can 
involve anatomy, palaeopathology, forensic anthropology, biomolecular chemistry, history of 
medicine and social anthropology, to name a few. Pinker’s sweeping study, in contrast, 
provides a bird’s-eye view that misses much of the detail. Anybody who is borrowing from, 
appropriating and ultimately ‘colonizing’ related disciplines, or indeed the distant past, 
should avoid postcolonial attitudes. Like the attempt to understand the meaning and 
motivations behind past human actions, true interdisciplinarity can indeed be a foreign 
country when navigated without the support and guidance of those firmly rooted in the 
subjects we are trying to navigate. Black and white narratives — in this case, the anarchic, 
prehistoric past steadily moving towards a more peaceful, civilized present — are a convenient 
approach to avoid outliers, variations and diversity, and offer the illusion of simplicity. 
Violence and conflict are anything but. 
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Getting medieval on Steven Pinker 


Violence and medieval England 


Sara M. Butler 


In The Better Angels of Our Nature, Steven Pinker puts forward a vision of the Middle Ages 
that is both grim and fearsome. He writes that ‘[mJedieval Christendom was a culture of 
cruelty’ in which ‘brutality’ was ‘woven into the fabric of daily existence’.! In a sketch from 
Das Mittelalterliche Hausbuch (The medieval housebook) depicting what Pinker describes as 
a scene from daily life, warlords terrorize the lower classes: ‘a peasant is stabbed by a 
soldier; above him, another peasant is restrained by his shirttail while a woman, hands in the 
air, cries out. At the lower right, a peasant is being stabbed in a chapel while his possessions 
are plundered, and nearby another peasant in fetters is cudgeled by a knight.’* Violence 
pervaded every aspect of life: religion (‘bloody crucifixes, threats of eternal damnation, and 
prurient depictions of mutilated saints’), travel (‘[bJrigands made travel a threat to life and 
limb, and ransoming captives was big business’), domestic living (‘even the little people, too 
— the hatters, the tailors, the shepherds — were all quick to draw their knives’) and 
entertainment (throwing cats into bags, or beating pigs to death).* The government behaved 
no better than its subjects. Medieval Europeans suffered ‘centuries of institutionalized 
sadism’, in which torture was practised as a cruel art and ‘[e]xecutions were orgies of 
sadism’ .* 

Admittedly, for Pinker, this hyperviolent portrayal of the Middle Ages is a usable past. He 
is eager to tell his audience a shocking story. Dusting off Norbert Elias’ hoary thesis, Pinker 
sees history as a story of progress, with occasional fits and starts and some moments of 
distinct regression, in which humanity engages slowly but resolutely in a civilizing process. 
Not only have we refined our manners and hygiene (a subject upon which Pinker deliberates 
with glee and graphic detail) but we have learned the necessity of restraint when it comes to 
emotion and physical response. At the heart of this evolution is the discovery of empathy. 
Beginning in the Age of Reason, Pinker explains, ‘[p]eople began to sympathize with more of 


their fellow humans, and were no longer indifferent to their sufferings’. In the twenty-first 
century, which Pinker describes as the Age of Empathy, our compassion extends even to the 
treatment of animals. As a result, according to Pinker, today we live in the most peaceful era 
in humanity’s existence. For many, this story will seem implausible. After all, our capacity 
for destruction is unrivalled; in America, we hear about mass shootings on almost a daily 
basis; and political scientists regularly speak of the modern era as the Age of Genocide. How 
can it be possible that humans were ever more bloodthirsty than we are today? 

To make this startling, seemingly counter-intuitive narrative a success, Pinker needs a 
barbaric Middle Ages. Indeed, without a violent point of departure, the book’s central 
argument is untenable. Thus, it is not a surprise that Pinker discovers a barbaric Middle Ages 
when he goes looking. However, as I hope to demonstrate, this preposterous caricature of the 
medieval world depends entirely on Pinker’s ignorance of the sources that inform his 
Statistics, coupled with a meagre understanding of the medieval legal system. 


The sources 


Pinker’s brazen confidence in his hypothesis is helped greatly by the fact that he knows 
nothing about the medieval era. Indeed, the very suggestion that our medieval ancestors were 
morally underdeveloped betrays his ignorance of the fundamentals of the Middle Ages. 
Medieval Christians prized charity (caritas), best understood as neighbourliness, as a key 
virtue. Men and women took seriously not only the church’s Ten Commandments but also the 
Seven Corporal Works of Mercy, ubiquitous in the era’s artwork and the basis for its 
acclaimed hospitality.° One quickly discovers that Pinker’s tacit refusal to read the work of 
actual historians is a boon to his cause. Only five medieval historians have made their way 
into his bibliography (Geary, Groebner, Hanawalt, Kaeuper and Pérez), although their 
research plays a miniscule part in Pinker’s historical analysis of the medieval era.’ 

To write a sensational history, you need sensational sources, and Pinker has had no 
difficulty finding sources about the Middle Ages that conform to his vision. His knowledge 
about violence in the medieval world is founded on four categories of source materials: 


1. Grisly images of executions and torture devices, drawn from what Pinker refers to as 
‘coffee table books’ about the Inquisition, as well as the website of an Italian torture 
‘museum’ that purports to have a lofty but decidedly ahistorical goal. The museum’s 
website declares with pride that ‘[t]he horror aroused in our visitors viewing the 
instruments allows us to make them our allies against torture’; in doing so, the exhibit 
‘lays bare the worst side of human nature: every man hides and holds back a potential 
butcher’.® 

2. Arthurian romances, which Pinker treats as historical fact. Arthurian romances were 
intended to appeal to a knightly audience. A modern equivalent would be to regard the 
Rambo movies as an accurate depiction of the life of Vietnam veterans in America. 

3. Bogus statistics. For the Middle Ages, Pinker draws on two highly unorthodox studies 


whose conspicuous titles publicize their spurious natures. In his Great Big Book of 

Horrible Things, and its accompanying website, ‘Death by Mass Unpleasantness’, self- 

proclaimed ‘atrocitologist’ Matthew White provides his reader with ‘necrometrics’ (death 

tolls from across history) that are at the same time improbably specific and unbelievably 
high.? Political scientist Rudolf J. Rummel’s Death by Government coins the term 

“democide’ to describe the murderous activity of state systems. Each chapter heading 

takes its name from the death toll tied to a specific government (e.g. ‘61,911,000 

Murdered: The Soviet Gulag State’; ‘10,214,000 Murdered: The Depraved Nationalist 

Regime’).!° His numbers are also inflated: Rummel claims that 350,000 Jews were killed 

in the Spanish Inquisition, which is 1.7 times higher than the actual Jewish population of 

Spain at that time.!! 

4. Flawed historical crime statistics, compiled and analysed by political scientist Ted R. Gurr 
and criminologist Manuel Eisner, both of whom rely on numbers furnished by medieval 
histories penned by James B. Given (thirteenth-century England) and Barbara A. 
Hanawalt (fourteenth-century England).'* Both authors have made hyperbolic statements 
about the nature of violence in medieval England. Given claims that every person in 
thirteenth-century England, even ‘if he did not personally witness a murder, knew or knew 
of someone who had been killed’.!? Whereas Hanawalt argues that a person had a better 
chance of being murdered in medieval Oxford or London than of dying in an accident.!4 

This is by far the most problematic of the four categories. While much of the other 

evidence, including White’s and Rummel’s statistics, can be easily dismissed as 

melodramatic nonsense, the same is not true of Gurr’s and Eisner’s works, which are 
academic in nature and which, on the surface, appear substantially more trustworthy. 

Nonetheless, the medieval data on which these studies are founded are inherently flawed: 

both Given and Hanawalt have been roundly criticized for their methodological 

approaches, and their statistics (although not their books) largely discredited.!° I will 
elaborate on the disputes relating to their statistical usage in the following text. More 
important still: Gurr and Eisner have little understanding of the context from which these 
numbers have been plucked; Pinker has none. 


The medieval numbers 


Statistics are the linchpin in Pinker’s analysis. They are also the bread and butter of a 
psychologist’s research. Pinker rails against advocacy groups who use ‘junk statistics’ and 
make anecdote-driven claims; and yet, between his penchant for coffee table books and his 
failure to show any curiosity about the sources behind the statistics he employs, Pinker has 
fallen into the exact same trap.!° Without question, Pinker’s objective is praiseworthy. 
Tracking rates of violence over time and space holds much promise for a_ better 
understanding of the dynamics of humanity’s relationship with violence, and especially 
discerning those social and cultural factors that drive the human species to commit violent 
acts. Thus, it should come as no surprise that Pinker is not the first scholar to attempt such a 


comparison. However, as criticisms levelled at Given and Hanawalt make clear, it is an 
unachievable goal. No matter how great our desire to construct practical data from medieval 
European sources, we cannot make them conform to our needs. 

Criminologists measure violence by the number of homicides per 100,000 population per 
year. In an era with reliable census data, as well as solid record-keeping by the Bureau of 
Justice (or equivalent institutions in n ations across the developed world), this approach 
produces reliable statistics that would seem to be an accurate reflection of modern rates of 
criminal violence. Yet, we need to acknowledge that the criminologist’s tool was developed 
in response to modern data and a modern system of law. Medieval records present some 
insuperable obstacles, perhaps most significantly that we do not have accurate population 
figures for the period and estimates of population are problematic. Medieval England can 
serve as our example. The Domesday Book is as close as we can get to a medieval census, but 
its methodology is not conducive to population estimates. Its authors counted only heads of 
households, and thus dependents — women, children, singletons and the elderly, all of whom 
comprise a larger segment of the population than householders — are omitted. So, too, are 
members of religious orders and the personnel who served and lived in castles. Major cities, 


like London or Winchester, also do not appear in the survey. Poll tax data for three years in 


the fourteenth century likewise exist, but they suffer from many of the same complications.‘ 


Granted, none of this deterred Given from calculating estimates for his 1977 book, 
presumably the reason why both Gurr and Eisner have found his research so enthralling. 
Given’s enterprise produces figures that are ‘little more than guesswork’, as mentioned by 
one critic.!® 

The deficit of population figures is just one impediment to producing crime rates for the 
medieval era. The corpus of medieval records is at best fragmentary, and it is not clear just 
what proportion of the records the extant rolls represent. For the county of Hampshire, for 
example, Carrie Smith explains that we have the reports of twelve coroners for the reigns of 
Edward III and Richard II, even though the Close Rolls (official collections of royal letters 
sent under seal) reveal that there were an additional forty-seven coroners elected during that 
seventy-two-year period.!? Coroners’ enrolments were created with a distinct purpose: they 
acted as a check on the work of the jurors of the so-called Hundreds Courts (an 
administrative unit of a county), who were fined if they failed to report any criminal activity. 
Thus, once the rolls fulfilled their purpose, they were cancelled and, one suspects, disposed 
of accordingly.”° It is not clear why some records survive, nor is it possible to determine if 
the extant rolls are typical, or whether we should assume that they survived because there 
was something exceptional about them.*! 

To complicate matters further, the same case regularly appears multiple times in the 
surviving record, representing the defendant’s progress through the various stages of the 
judicial process. In order to avoid inflating the numbers, it is necessary to identify and group 
all existing records relating to the same crime. However, even in an Excel spreadsheet sorted 
in manifold patterns, locating those cases can be a challenge largely because of medieval 
naming practices. For England, standardized names are a product of the post-medieval era. 


While some medieval men and women identified in the records do have established 
surnames, many others do not, such that a defendant in the common law records might be 
identified by his occupation (‘John Smith’), by his village of origin (‘John of 
Appletreewick’), by his current residence (‘John Bythebrook’), in relation to his father (‘John 
son of John Cook’), in relation to his mother (‘John son of Maud widow of John the Cook’) 
or by a defining characteristic (‘Blind John’). Recognizing that all of these Johns are actually 
the same person entails a great deal of patient rereading of minute details, not aided in the 
least by the fact that standardized spelling was also an invention of the modem era. None of 
this means that statistics drawn from medieval sources are unusable; rather, it means that they 
are always accompanied by a number of caveats which may (or may not) weaken the force of 
an argument. More important still, it makes comparisons with modern statistics untenable; 
medieval statistics simply lack the comprehensiveness and precision that defines modern 
record-keeping. 

Even if we had accurate population totals, and all records had survived and were legible, 
we would still find ourselves in trouble. Given and Hanawalt based their data on indictments 
rather than verdicts. The reason why they chose this approach is understandable. Nearly 72 
per cent of criminal perpetrators in medieval England fled, and because the English relied on 
communal policing — all males over the age of fourteen swore to police the community and 
each other — they were never tried.** Thus, trial verdicts represent an insignificant share of 
the crimes perpetrated. Calculating rates is further complicated by the fact that medieval 
juries were notoriously reluctant to convict. Conviction rates for homicide ranged between 
12.5 per cent and 21 per cent (compared to a rate of 97.1 per cent for American criminal 
cases in 2015).*° Leery of the death penalty, medieval juries typically saw indictment itself as 
a worthy punishment for most offenders because it meant time in prison awaiting trial, along 
with the discomfort and expense of a prison stay, as well as lost income and potentially 
irreparable damage to one’s reputation within the community.** Knowing this, it makes sense 
that Given and Hanawalt preferred indictments rather than convictions for comparative 
analysis. Yet, this puts us in the difficult situation of comparing apples and oranges. 

We have high standards today for indictment: even if the state’s prosecutors have met the 
legal requirements for the evidentiary bar, they might still fail to convince a grand jury of the 
defendant’s guilt, preventing the case from going forward to trial. At the level of the grand 
jury, medieval England’s legal system had a substantially different process and standards. 
Foremost, medieval grand jurors were not impartial strangers summoned to court to assess 
evidence presented to them by a team of paid lawyers. Rather, this group of twelve to twenty- 
four men of middling rank were the victims’ neighbours and (most likely) social superiors, 
whose job it was to report crimes that had taken place in their community since the last 
judicial eyre. Their knowledge of local criminal activity derived predominantly from the 
complaints of private informants, rumours and local suspicions; moreover, unlike what we 
see in Roman-based law, there were no firm rules of evidence guiding either grand or petty 
jurors in their deliberations. All that was necessary was a unanimous verdict of the jury and 
how it got there remains a mystery for historians. Given the ease of accusation, it is no 


surprise that the English courts deemed malicious indictment a serious enough problem to 


necessitate the development of a specialized writ and accompanying juridical process.*° 


Indeed, in the thirteenth century, false accusations of homicide were a popular tool employed 
by appellors (private prosecutors) to browbeat individuals into an out-of-court settlement in a 
death that may have been criminal; of course, it may also have been accidental, yet in a 
manner by which the family held the defendant accountable. Yearning for compensation 
rather than punishment, an astute accuser launched an appeal (private accusation) only after 
negotiations had stalled, as a means to draw the offender back into a productive conversation. 
Once the two reached an agreement, the accuser abandoned his appeal. The high numbers of 
appellors who failed to pursue their suits through to completion — according to Daniel 
Klerman, 57 per cent discontinued their appeals before the case even reached the eyre — attest 
to the efficacy of a false homicide charge to pushing through a successful out-of-court 
settlement.*° False appeals became so common that the 1275 Statute of Westminster 
mandated a year’s imprisonment for those who bring a false appeal of homicide or any other 
felony. This bold misuse of the accusation process, grossly inflating the numbers of accused 
criminals, contributes to the impracticality of a medieval/modern statistical comparison. 

The loose requirements for formal accusations, when combined with a somewhat 
rudimentary investigative process founded on paltry resources, surely suggest that some of 
those acquitted were in fact innocent of the charges. Given the high rate of flight, those few 
who stuck around to stand trial likely chose to do so because (1) they were innocent or (2) 
they were guilty, but not enough so to be condemned by a jury of their peers to death. Either 
way, if we rely on indictments rather than convictions in our statistical analysis, we end up in 
the uncomfortable situation experienced by Given and Hanawalt of ‘find[ing] the accused 
guilty even if he has been acquitted’ .*’ 

In addition, advances in modern medicine undoubtedly have had a weighty impact on rates 
of lethal violence. As Paul E. Hair remarked in his 1979 review of Given’s book, in medieval 
England ‘corpses were often produced by incidents which nowadays would simply lead to 
visits to a doctor or short spells in hospital’.*® To name just a few wonders of the modern 
medical world that we take for granted: knowledge of germ theory and the value of surgical 
hygiene, blood transfusions, surgery with anaesthetics, X-ray and ultrasound technologies, 
antibiotics, and pain relief. Most people who are shot or stabbed today survive; the same was 
not true in the Middle Ages. Without anaesthetics, surgery intended to heal sent some 
patients into shock. Without antibiotics, festering wounds turned fatal. Even more 
problematic, medical theory of the time understood infection as a key stage in the healing 
process. If a wound did not infect naturally, English surgeons were advised to contaminate it 
in order to speed the process along.*? And what about infanticide? The medieval world knew 
nothing about sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS), which today claims as many as 92.6 


deaths per 100,000 live births per year.°° Philip Gavitt contends that deaths by SIDS in the 


late medieval era were routinely mistaken for smothering deaths blamed on wet nurses.*! The 
medieval church’s repeated warnings about the dangers of ‘overlaying’ (accidentally 


smothering) one’s child also need to be taken into consideration here. Where historians once 
saw overlaying as a ‘polite fiction for deliberate infanticide’, more recently those deaths have 
been reconsidered as unintentional, a by-product of the dangers of co-sleeping on uneven 
surfaces (straw beds), in buildings with poor ventilation systems.°* Clearly, the differences in 
medical knowledge and technology alone make a statistical comparison between the two eras 
unworkable. 

The greatest hurdle in assessing rates of crime (not just homicide) for medieval England is 
the simple fact that we cannot take medieval indictments at face value. Private accusers 
frequently employed legal fiction as a strategy to work around the limitations of a rigid 
common law. To offer two typical examples: 


(1) In general, litigants preferred the impartial justice and speedy resolution of the king’s 
court to local judgement. Thus, they subtly enhanced the nature of their accusations in 
order to have their cases adjudicated by the king’s justices. Asserting that it was a breach 
of the king’s peace (contra pacem), that an assault transpired with force and arms (vi et 


armis) or that a theft exceeded 40 shillings in value were recognized legal fictions 


exercised to bring one’s case into the king’s jurisdiction.*° 


(2) Use of the ‘bill of Middlesex’ is perhaps the most widely acknowledged legal fiction. In 
order to have one’s case of debt brought before the King’s Bench (a substantially more 
efficient option than the Court of Common Pleas), the accused fabricated a suit for 
criminal trespass within Westminster, where the King’s Bench had criminal jurisdiction as 
the local court. Once the defendant was in prison, the fictitious suit was dropped 
altogether, and the accuser moved forward with a suit of debt before the King’s Bench.*4 
In both of these situations, the criminal allegations were baseless.°° 


Private accusers were not alone in manipulating the law. When juries believed that the 
circumstances of a homicide did not warrant the death penalty, they were content to adapt the 
details of the record to secure a pardon. Thus, under the supportive guidance of the indicting 
jury, the man who discovered his wife in flagrante with another man and then swiftly hacked 
the lover to death was transformed into a victim backed into a comer, lashing out only when 
he had no alternative because his life was in imminent danger.*° Alteration of the facts of the 
case did not happen in all or even most indictments. Yet, without a side-by-side comparison 
of the case details across the legal record (from inquest to indictment to trial) — an 
accomplishment that is rarely possible because of the poor survival rate of records — there is 
no way to discern whether jurors tampered with the facts of the case. Legal fiction also 
pervades accusations of rape levelled against medieval England’s clergy. Disgruntled with 
the inability of their parish clergy to live out their vows of celibacy, angry parishioners took 
the law into their own hands by accusing them of rape. In doing so, the accusers knew full 
well that their unruly priests would not be executed as criminals. A convicted cleric claimed 
‘benefit of clergy’, an exemption from trial in the king’s courts; instead, he had a right to be 
tried by his own peers, that is, fellow clergymen.*” Thus, he was removed from the king’s 


courts to the bishop’s, where the list of punishments did not include execution because of the 
prohibition enjoined on the clergy not to shed blood. Rather, in the bishop’s court, a randy 
clergyman would have to answer with penance for his (albeit consensual) sexual 
transgressions, which was in fact the purpose of indicting him in the first place.*° 

To make the situation even more complicated, crimes then did not necessarily mean the 
same thing as they do today. Take the crime of rape, for example. The Latin verb used to 
descri be the crime of ‘rape’ is rapio, rapere, which means ‘to seize’. Building on this 
broader sense of the term, the legal indictments employ it chiefly in two scenarios: (1) coitus 
without consent and (2) ravishment, that is, non-consensual abduction. In both cases, the 
consent at issue was not necessarily the victim’s, but her husband’s or her father’s. The 
former category sometimes also included headstrong women who chose to marry against 
their fathers’ will.*9 In the latter situation, most women had not only consented to their 
abductions but had their bags packed and were ready to go.*° Indeed, all too often a woman’s 
‘rapist’ was a family member helping her to leave an abusive marriage.*! Close attention to 
the indictment’s language can help us to discern which ‘rapes’ also comprised sexual assault. 
Presenting juries included ‘lexical doublets’, a phrase coined by Caroline Dunn, such as 
rapuit et cognovit carnaliter (‘he raped her and carnally knew her’) versus rapuit et abduxit 
(‘he raped and abducted her’) to clarify the nature of the offence.** However, all of the other 
aforementioned problems are still associated with the existing records. 

Other offences that we today would categorize as criminal belonged in the medieval world 
to a more loosely defined civil jurisdiction and thus were not recorded among the crown 
pleas. Drawing blood, affray, assault, wounding, riot and mayhem*’ might be sued in a wide 
variety of courts, and thus appear scattered among the civil jurisdictions of local, royal and 
ecclesiastical courts. Criminal jurisdiction also failed to include those crimes perpetrated 
against or involving the clergy. Thus, any study concentrating exclusively on records of 
felony drawn from the king’s courts cannot offer a complete picture of medieval violence. 

Pinker has never seen a medieval court record, nor does he understand how the law worked 
in the Middle Ages. Therefore, it is no surprise that none of the aforementioned is factored 
into his discussion of the medieval numbers. When he measures medieval against modern 
Statistics, he has no idea that they are measuring very different things; without valid statistics, 
Pinker’s entire argument falls apart. He cannot maintain that violence has declined since the 
Middle Ages because we have no real evidence to prove that it has. Indeed, it is not at all 
clear just how violent the Middle Ages actually were. 


The historiographic context 


In Pinker’s mind, convincing his audience of the brutality of the Middle Ages is somehow a 
herculean endeavour; yet, for medievalists, the more usual complaint is the seemingly natural 
conflation between ‘medieval’ and ‘barbaric’. In large part, this is because Elias, while new 
to Pinker, is certainly not new to historians.*4 Elias’ theory of the civilizing process is one of 
the foundational texts for studies of historical violence and has been re-energized through 


new conceptualizations multiple times since its publication in 1939 and translation into 
English in 1969. Without a doubt, the most thought provoking has been Michel Foucault’s 
Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (1975). Foucault raised the stakes 
considerably, seeing medieval monarchies wielding terror as a tool of state building. In order 
to compel resistance to the ever-increasing reach of centralized government, the state 
sponsored public spectacles of violence, stamping punishment on the bodies of those who 
failed to show adequate respect when faced with authority.*° Foucault’s work does not appear 
in Pinker’s bibliography; yet, with the book’s focus on democide, his shadow hangs heavily 
over the study. 

Grappling with Foucault’s equally sensationalist and ahistorical views over the past forty- 
five years has prompted medievalists to question just how accurate his, and Elias’, perception 
of the medieval era actually is. No one disagrees with the view that the medieval world was 
violent: it was. Medieval sermon stories regularly depict God taking out his vengeance upon 
man by spreading disease, brewing up storms, setting fires to homes and villages, and 
causing sudden death. Focus on the crucifixion and the suffering of Christ encouraged 
widespread self-violence among adherents, from starvation to flagellation and more, as the 
life of Henry Suso, a doctor of the church who slept on a bed of nails and wore a life-sized 
cross fastened to his back for a period of eight years, implies.*° The church did not waver in 
assigning flogging or prison terms to a penitent when the nature of the sin required it. Secular 
law prescribed public hanging, burning, blinding and castration for felonies, and clergymen 
heartily recommended all devout Christians attend executions as a deterrent from choosing a 
criminal lifestyle. If violence is a learned trait, medieval men certainly learned it at home, as 
husbands were expected to govern their wives, children, and servants with a firm hand.*” Yet, 
all of this is still a far cry from the budding panopticism outlined by Foucault. 

The medieval historical community’s response to Foucault’s thesis might have wa rned 
Pinker off from writing his book, had he made the effort to read any of it.*® Foucault’s history 
is a paradigm of the danger inherent in arguing from theory rather than evidence, leaving his 
work open to scrutiny by archival scholars who have not hesitated to call attention to the 
yawning chasm between Foucauldian theory and actual historical experience. In reality, 
violence in the Middle Ages was hardly a ‘spectacle’. The English sent only the most 
hardened criminals to their deaths. ‘Hangman’ was not even a profession in medieval 
England, as there was not enough work to keep a man employed.*? Nor did the medieval 
English stand out from the rest of Europe in this respect. As Trevor Dean acknowledges, 
Europeans generally evinced a ‘horror of spilling blood in punishment’, such that ‘when 
blood was spilt, it had be justified by the exceptional nature of the crime: especially inhuman 
acts, re-offending, a grave threat to public morality’.°? Far from the ‘orgies of sadism’ that 
Pinker describes in such vivid detail, medieval executions were ‘commonly hole-in-comer 
affairs, with few witnesses’; and because executions were typically staged at the gates to the 
city as a warning to visitors, any message regarding the power of the state bypassed the 
residents of the city altogether.°! Perhaps most importantly, for those in attendance, rather 


than delighting in the pain of the executed, they participated in a heart-rending salvific drama 
intended to reconcile the penitent with the Christian community before death.°* Treason trials 
were the one exception to the rule. They were intended to be gruesome in order to deter any 
future rebels from taking up the torch.°? When Dafydd ap Gruffydd was executed, he was 
drawn to the site of execution, his entrails were burned while he was still alive, he was 
hanged, beheaded and then quartered, and his body parts were dispersed throughout England 
to be displayed as a warning.** However, only a handful of political traitors received this kind 
of treatment over the course of the Middle Ages, again, falling short of Pinker’s imaginative 
bar. 

Even the use of torture in the medieval period was tamer than either Foucault or Pinker 
present. It is important to note that the English did not employ torture, but during the 
thirteenth century, some Continental courts revived the Roman practice, exclusively for the 
purpose of extracting a confession, not as a punishment itself, as Pinker writes.°° Torture was 
not part of the normal legal process; rather, it was a last resort, for those instances in which 
the defendant was presumed guilty, but the evidence did not meet the ius commune’s high 
evidentiary standards of two eyewitnesses, or a confession. Furthermore, the law set 
restrictions on its implementation: torture was only to be used in capital crimes; the 
defendant was not to be maimed or killed; a physician had to be present at all times; torture 
might not be applied for longer than it takes to say a prayer; and so on.°° When it came to the 
legal treatment of heretics or witches, crimes of a particularly worrying nature, a loosening of 
the rules inevitably transpired, but the inquisitor was not given carte blanche to do as he 
pleased. 

Nor was violence directed chiefly at the body. Foucault rationalizes the use of corporal 
punishment by the medieval judicial system as a product of the feudal economy. With 
‘money and production . . . still at an early stage of development’, in its search for 
meaningful punishment, the state settled on the body as ‘the only property accessible’.°’” 
Pinker seems to be broadly in agreement with this thesis. Admittedly, the law codes of the era 
bolster this impression. As far back as the twelfth-century Leis Willelme, English law 
prescribed castration and blinding for rape, treason, poaching and a miscellany of other 
crimes. Yet, when put into context, a more lenient approach is discernible. Physical 
mutilation was devised as a merciful alternative to capital punishment, but finding instances 
outside of literature in which these penalties were actually carried out is not as easy as one 
might think.°® More typically, the violence enacted by the state targeted one’s purse, although 
even those sentences might be set aside when problematic, such as in instances of peace 
agreements, claims of poverty and confessions.°? Even Rober t Muchembled, whose own 
history of early modern violence mirrors much of what Pinker and Foucault have had to say, 
is compelled to recognize the non-violent punishments handed down by the medieval state, in 
which ‘judicial fines were at the heart of the system’.°° For readers of Elias, Foucault and 
Pinker, fines and compensation are a much less ‘sexy’ means of punishing offenders, but it 
was an effective means of law enforcement. 


None of this historiography is meant to suggest that historians have unanimously rejected 
Elias, Foucault or Pinker. Among early modernists, in particular, there is a strong contingent 
of supporters for the view that society has become increasingly less violent over time, most 
recently: Robert Muchembled (2011),°! James Sharpe (2016)°* and Matthew Lockwood 
(2017).°° What do early modernists see in theories of decreasing violence that medievalists 
are missing? The explanation may well lie in the intensifying nature of violence in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Much of the violence that has often been associated 
wrongly with the medieval world was in fact early modern. For example, flogging was not a 
penalty inflicted by the medieval state; rather, it was first introduced to common law courts 
under Henry VIII’s 1530 Vagabonds Act (22 Hen. VIII, c. 12) as a deterrent for vagrancy. 
Parliament must have found the penalty effective because sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
legislation expanded its application to include also bastard-bearing, begging, drunkenness, 
sex offences and even lunacy. To be sure, the Tudor regime pioneered a wide variety of new 
forms of punishment bordering on the cruel and unusual. Under Henry VII, Parliament 
established human branding as a penal practice: a statute of 1487 required those who claimed 
benefit of clergy to be branded on the thumb with a T (thief) or an M (murderer) as a means 
of ensuring that the body of a convicted felon announced publicly his criminal past (in this 
respect, the convict effectively carries his ‘paperwork’ on his body). Sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century officials enlarged the functionality of the practice, employing branding 
to signpost a broad diversity of criminal backgrounds: A (abjuror), V (vagabond), F 
(fraymaker) or B (blasphemer), with the brand itself appearing variously on the offender’s 
thumb, cheek, forehead or chest. Nailing an offender’s ear to the pillory was also a Tudor 
innovation. Convicted of seditious libel for spreading rumours about the death of the king, 
Thomas Barrie’s infamous demise in 1538 from shock after standing on the pillory in the 
marketplace of Newbury for a day, both ears bored through with nails, would seem to be the 
first identifiable instance.®° Removal of one’s ears and hands materialized as a punishment 
for numerous crimes also during the reign of Henry VIII. Additionally, the notorious king 
was responsible for the introduction of indentured slavery and death by boiling. During his 
daughter Elizabeth’s reign, Parliament passed a statute prescribing the cropping of ears and 
slitting of nostrils for those who engage in forgery.°° English common law’s increasingly 
violent punishments may have been patterned on a Continental trend. In the German world, 
the Constitutio Criminalis Carolina (c. 1532) ‘paved the way for increased use of judicial 
torture and corporal punishment’, an inclination that Guy Geltner observes also for the early 
modern French and Dutch.°” Surely, judicial experimentation on such a grand scale reflects 
widespread tensions arising from the countless ills afflicting the early modem world: 
religious reformation, the witch craze, episodic outbreaks of plague and the sweating 
sickness, endemic war, and economic depression. Early modernists entrenched in this trying 
age presumably see everything that comes after it as a breath of fresh air. Of course, from the 
perspective of a medievalist, the mere existence of this period is enough to scotch Pinker’s 
linear view of history. 


Conclusion 


What rankles medievalists most about Steven Pinker’s book is that he is not particularly 
interested in the Middle Ages. Rather, the era is simply a starting point from which to apply a 
well-worn historical theory while adding his own psychological twist. However, in doing so, 
Steven Pinker dabbles in making history, without bothering to acknowledge that it is a 
discipline with its own rules and methods. One can imagine that Pinker might empathize with 
the historian’s outrage if an amateur psychologist without even a rudimentary exposure to 
psychological theory tried to rebuild the pedestal from which Sigmund Freud had fallen years 
ago. Nevertheless, in this respect, historians need to acknowledge that Pinker is not the 
problem; he is merely a symptom. Among even educated people today, history is not often 
understood as a concrete discipline requiring training and experience, like physics or 
mathematics. Historians have not worked hard enough to convey to the world what we do: in 
particular, we do not just read the work of other historians and regurgitate it from a slightly 
different angle. In my case, being a historian means spending days and weeks in distant, 
sometimes inaccessible, archives, reading grimy, handwritten and abbreviated documents in 
Latin or Anglo-Norman Law French; reading reams upon reams of historians’ work to make 
sure that I understand how my perspective fits in with theirs (or not); and being able to 
perform the historical analysis that makes sense of everything I read in the archives. 

Despite the dubious nature of Pinker’s history, the response to his book has an important 
lesson for historians: Pinker’s message is reaching the masses, and ours is not. Why aren’t 
academic histories read as voraciously as their popular counterparts in North America? 
Surely, that is the question we need to address next. 
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History, violence and the Enlightenment 


Philip Dwyer 


In chapter four of The Better Angels of Our Nature, Steven Pinker explains one of the reasons 
why we live in the most peaceful era in human history. It all happened, not only in the West 
but in much of the rest of the world, during a ‘narrow slice of history’ from the late 
seventeenth century to the end of the eighteenth. He is referring to the period known as the 
Enlightenment, during which ‘the first organized movements to abolish socially sanctioned 
forms of violence like despotism, slavery, duelling, judicial torture, superstitious killing, 
sadistic punishment, and cruelty to animals, together with the first stirrings of systematic 
pacifism’, all came into being.! Institutionalized violence — by which Pinker means human 
sacrifice, torture and the persecution of heretics and witches — began to be questioned by 
Enlightenment thinkers, which led to the rapid abolition of those institutions. 

This change was not only inspired and driven by ideas — for Pinker, the Enlightenment was 
a ‘coherent philosophy’ — but also by a revolution in sensibilities, as people began to 
sympathize (Pinker’s italics) and were no longer ‘indifferent’ to the suffering of others. These 
two forces — reason and sympathy — coalesced to form a ‘new ideology’ that placed ‘life and 
happiness at the center of values’, one that resulted ultimately in the triumph of ‘reason’ over 
superstition. The triumph of reason — which Pinker defines as the ‘application of knowledge 
and rationality to human affairs’ — was ultimately responsible for the overall reduction in 
violence. Once reason triumphs, then its opposite, ignorance and superstition, will disappear. 
Ideas that ‘gods demand sacrifices, witches cast spells, heretics go to hell, Jews poison wells, 
animals are insensate, children are possessed, Africans are brutish, and kings rule by divine 
right’ are bound to be debunked as ‘hogwash’, thus undermining any rationale for violence.* 
This is what Pinker calls ‘progress’. ‘Reason’ enables; indeed, it can force people to 
‘recognize the futility of cycles of violence’ and to ‘reframe violence as a problem to be 
solved’.4 

This is the ur-statement, if you will, at the heart of Better Angels, the assertion that violence 
is a problem, that it is irrational and that it can be solved by applying rational thought. The 
mantra of ‘reason’ is not only used by Pinker as a historical explanation but carried over into 
his professional life. Pinker thus sets himself up, contra his critics, as the ‘voice of reason’, 
never more clearly expressed than in the book that appeared at the beginning of 2018, 


Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress. Written in part 
as a response to critics of The Better Angels, Pinker presents himself as the guardian of the 
values of the Enlightenment, because no one else was ‘willing to defend them’.° Consider the 
hubris of that statement for a moment. Pinker has appointed himself the defender of the 
Enlightenment, seemingly discounting the many scholars who have dedicated years of their 
lives to researching, writing and explaining to broader audiences the meaning and 
significance of the Enlightenment.® 

Like all polemicists bent on proving a point, there is just enough in these statements to lend 
them the air of credibility. Indeed, there are assertions that some not well versed in the 
historiography of the Enlightenment may agree with. But as I hope to demonstrate in what 
follows, Pinker mischaracterizes the history of the Enlightenment and what it actually 
represented. It was never a ‘coherent philosophy’ that remained unchallenged by thinkers in 
the eighteenth century, let alone in the twentieth. By presenting the Enlightenment as the era 
of ‘reason’ and humanism, he also mischaracterizes the Counter-Enlightenment by pitting 
ideologies like Jacobinism, Nazism and Bolshevism as the opposite of reason. This means 
that Pinker essentially argues that the Enlightenment = reason = a decline in violence, 
whereas the Counter-Enlightenment = a rejection of reason = an increase in violence. But as 
we Shall see, those equations ignore a number of important historiographical questions, 
including debates about violence and modernity. 

Finally, Pinker’s ideas about reason and causation in history are naive. The notion that ideas 
drive history is contentious, if not impossible, to prove, while the reasons some forms of 
violence diminished, like homicide and torture, are often tied to mundane practical reasons. 
Homicide and the use of judicial torture by European powers began to decline well before the 
second half of the eighteenth century, that is, well before Enlightenment thinking could have 
had any impact on the statistics. On the other hand, other forms of violence, like slavery, 
public executions and sexual assaults, persisted throughout the nineteenth and into the 
twentieth century. Although there has been a change in sensibilities towards some forms of 
violence over the course of the last 200 years, there is no demonstrable correlation between 
those sensibilities and actual rates of violence. Violence is a much more complex notion that 
is often driven not by superstition or unreason, but perfectly ‘rational’ motives, as the Nazis 
demonstrated to the world. In other words, one cannot clearly delineate between the rational 
and the irrational in human motivations. 


Pinker’s Enlightenment 


Pinker’s idea of the Enlightenment is a somewhat old-fashioned, if not simplistic, view of 
what was a vast and complex intellectual movement that persisted from the late seventeenth 
through to the early nineteenth century. In his understanding, the Enlightenment is a uniquely 
Western European development originating in the Renaissance and the Reformation. It was 
born of the experimental scientific culture that emerged out of Europe in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, and that was then exported to the rest of the world. One of Pinker’s 


main arguments is that the Enlightenment embraced science, and in the process rejected 
religion or faith. It’s an old chestnut, a simplified understanding of a complex process, that 
completely ignores the multifaceted role of religion and the Enlightenment, but I will come 
back to this point a little later in the chapter.’ There is tacit acknowledgement of the diversity 
of Enlightenment thought, although in places Pinker contradicts himself about what exactly 
was the Enlightenment. At one point in Enlightenment Now, for example, Pinker calls it ‘a 
cornucopia of ideas, some of them contradictory’, while at another he describes it as a 
coherent ‘project’.® In an interview published in Quillette, an online magazine probably best 
described as right-wing ‘contrarian’, Pinker admitted that he used ““the Enlightenment” as a 
handy rubric for [a] set of ideals’.? Those ideals (Pinker’s italics) are reason, science, and 
humanism. He then goes on to say, ‘For all I know, if Voltaire or Leibniz or Kant stepped out 
of a time machine and commented on today’s political controversies, we’d think they were 
out to lunch’. Which begs the question, what are those ‘ideals’ again?!° If they are universal 
and timeless, then why would we think they were ‘out to lunch’? 

What is obvious in reading Pinker is that he seems utterly unaware of the massive 
historiography, spread across many disciplines — history, literature, politics, the history of 
science, sociology and economics — which have all adopted the Enlightenment as an object of 
study. In the last decade or two, the Enlightenment has been examined from all sorts of 
different perspectives — gender, the role of women, science, race, sexuality as well as 
geographical foci — leaving us with a far more complex view of it. The field is hugely 
contested and debated; it is not the fixed entity that Pinker seems to think it is. The works of 
Roger Chartier, Robert Darnton, Peter Gay, J. G. A. Pocock, Roy Porter, Daniel Roche and 
Franco Venturi, to mention some of the more mainstream intellectuals who write or have 
written about the Enlightenment, do not get a mention. Nor does Jonathan Israel’s massive 
multi-volume treatment of the Enlightenment, which now spans seven volumes. Israel’s 
views are contested but is difficult to avoid in any debates on the Enlightenment without 
mentioning him. This is, one might argue, par for the course; Pinker is not an historian, and 
like most people, the debates raging inside historical circles remain opaque, while the 
advances in the history of the Enlightenment over the last fifty years or so have seemingly 
failed to make a dent in mainstream understandings of the Enlightenment. 

Much of what we once took for granted in the Enlightenment has been overturned. There is 
now a focus on the multiplicity of Enlightenments centred on national, confessional, regional 
and conceptual differences — the French, American, Austrian, English, Scottish, German, 
Islamic Enlightenment and so on. Nevertheless, the Eurocentric view of the Enlightenment 
has been widely questioned as the global turn has been applied to our understanding of the 
eighteenth century so that we think of it today as also transnational, made up of different 
thinkers from different places around the world, all responding to global movements and 
trends.'' Enlightenment scholarship has also produced a number of thematic books in recent 


years on the radical, religious, moderate, Catholic and secular Enlightenments. !+ There is also 
an acknowledgement that the significance of the Enlightenment changed over time so that 


what it meant in the eighteenth century was not the same as in the nineteenth or indeed in the 
twentieth century. Moreover, the views of eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers were 
necessarily very different to our own on a whole range of issue such as politics, free speech 
and tolerance.!° 

Nor does Pinker’s understanding of the Enlightenment appear to be based upon an 
extensive reading of the primary sources. It’s true that Pinker references some of the 
Enlightenment thinkers, such as Rousseau and Kant, as well as some conservative thinkers, 
such as Edmund Burke and Johann Gottfried Herder. Others like Locke, Spinoza, Newton, 
Voltaire, Montesquieu, Diderot and Beccaria are mentioned in places, but their work is often 
not specifically referred to. In other words, Enlightenment (and Counter-Enlightenment) 
thinkers are harnessed in the service of Pinker’s own agenda. In the process, he passes over 
the nuances of the debates — and they are always complex — that took place during the 
Enlightenment, leading him to posit, as we shall see, a false dichotomy between science and 
religion, and reason and emotion. 


The Enlightenment and violence 


Pinker’s ignorance of the scholarship might be forgiven if the Enlightenment was not the 
foundation stone around which he builds his case for declining rates of violence in the world 
in the modern era. It is also inexcusable in someone who sets himself up as the main defender 
of the Enlightenment. In The Better Angels, Pinker uses the Enlightenment to explain his 
putative decline in rates of violence. The question in fact, without Pinker ever really realizing 
it, revolves around causation in history: What drives history, and what drives changes in 
attitudes and practices? It is a question with which historians have grappled for generations. 
For Pinker, however, the answer is clear — ideas drive history and are responsible for the 
reduction in violence.!4 

There are two problems with this kind of thinking. The first is the difficulty, if not the 
impossibility, of demonstrating a causal link between reading, thinking and action. Pinker is 
assuming causality where arguably none exists, which in this instance is that Enlightenment 
thinking, based on reason, led to a reduction in violence, which to his mind is essentially 
irrational. To believe that one event or idea necessarily leads to another completely 
underestimates the complexity of history, and of reading and the internalization process.!° 
Pinker is, admittedly, not entirely alone in this way of thinking, especially when it comes to 
the eighteenth century, and especially when it comes to the French Revolution. Scholars have 
fought over these points for decades.'° Lynn Hunt, for example, has argued in a recent work 
that there is a correlation between empathy and our ability to imagine other cultural 
experiences, and that this would have contributed to a diminution in violence.'’ She goes so 
far as to argue that reading novels, and in particular epistolary novels, as well as ‘reading 
accounts of torture’, ‘had physical effects that translated into brain changes’. These in turn 
‘came back out as new concepts about the organization of social and political life’.'® Put 
another way, Hunt thinks that in order to account for historical change, historians have to 


account for changes to the individual mind, which could be put this way: reading (and 
listening) creates new understandings, which create new feelings, which engender change (an 
assertion she admits is difficult to prove or measure). Pinker largely adopts Hunt’s 


arguments, reiterating that the increase in secular books and literacy rates helped set off the 


Humanitarian Revolution.!9 


Jonathan Israel is another scholar who believes that ideas drive history. He argues that what 


he calls the radical Enlightenment — democratic, republican and atheist thought — was 
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‘incontrovertibly the one “big” cause of the French Revolution’.~’ Ideas alone according to 
Israel, were capable of inspiring the leaders of the Revolution on a political level. Both Hunt 
and Israel’s views are highly contested. As a number of leading lights on the origins of the 
French Revolution have pointed out, discourses do not necessarily shape practices.7) Some 
would argue that history changes thinking; thinking does not change history. Pinker presumes 
that ideas precede action — it serves his purpose — but it is impossible to prove that ideas 
impel change. 

These debates typify the broader conundrum of determining causality in history. All sorts 
of other factors — social, political, economic — have to be taken into account when explaining 
why certain kinds of violence might have disappeared or declined, but others not. Along with 
thinking that the Enlightenment was responsible for a decline in violence is the assumption 
that humanist reformers were motivated by concern over the suffering of their fellow human 
beings, or indeed that the humanitarian movements of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
should even be credited with the overthrow of things like public executions and slavery. But 
was that necessarily the case? The sources of change, according to some historians, have 
been entirely misidentified. It was not humanitarianism but other more pragmatic and far less 
idealistic reasons that came into play and that helped bring about changes in the practice of 
violence. Let me focus on three examples — torture, public executions and slavery — that 
demonstrate the impact of mundane practical factors, rather than lofty ideals, on some forms 
of violence and that also suggest alternative and more complex chronologies for its decline in 
the West. 

The spectacle of the publicly tormented body was part and parcel of social life in Europe, at 
least before the French Revolution. European legal codes were inspired by ancient Roman 
traditions, which relied on torture for evidence. In France, there were two kinds of torture: 
‘preparatory torture’, which took place in judicial chambers and which was designed to 
extract confessions; and ‘preliminary torture’, which took place in public on the body of the 
convicted criminal and which was designed to either extract confessions or simply punish the 
convicted body.** Either way, there was a deep-seated belief in the interrelatedness of body, 
pain and truth in what Lisa Silverman has called the ‘epistemology of pain’.** 

This is meant to have shifted in the eighteenth century, when attitudes towards pain, death, 
violence and suffering supposedly changed. At least that was the commonly held view, 
largely influenced by Foucault’s 1975, Discipline and Punish, which argued that sovereign 
power used the body as a stage on which to perform violence, such as spectacular public 
executions, in order to reinforce its legitimacy. This violence gave way to another kind of 


disciplinary power — prisons, barracks, schools and factories. I’m simplifying a complex 
argument that has inspired a generation of scholars, but we now think that Foucault didn’t 
entirely get it right. It’s true that between 1750 and 1850 imprisonment replaced most other 
punishments but there is a debate about whether this was due to the Enlightenment or 
whether it was due to earlier changes in the criminal justice system itself, brought about by 
legal reforms. Certainly, both torture and rates of execution were already declining in Europe 
during the seventeenth century, a period during which the utility of corporal punishment 
began to be called into question and states developed other more effective forms of social 


control. But to attribute that decline to the Enlightenment is, as John Langbein as pointed out, 
a ‘fairy tale’.*4 

Langbein and others argue that European criminal procedure evolved much earlier, in the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and had to do with changing attitudes towards the law of 
proof, the legal history of infamy and the development of new criminal sanctions, including 
incarceration, which no longer required a confession be obtained by force. It’s true that 
torture was officially abolished in most Western European countries between 1754 and 1788, 
but with a few exceptions this appears to have been largely symbolic.*° In practise, torture 
had largely ceased to be used in many European countries by the seventeenth century. The 
last use of judicial torture in England, for example, occurred in 1640. France seems to have 
been an exception; although torture largely fell into disuse, it was still practised on occasion 
until it was officially abolished by the monarchy in 1788. The French revolutionaries felt the 
need to abolish it again in 1791, not because it was considered an atrocity but because it was 
inextricably linked with the ‘social assumptions of absolutism’ .*° 

Of course, it doesn’t really make a difference whether torture is legal or not; if the state 
deems it necessary, it will use it. In Sweden, torture was never legal but was probably 
practised in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.” It is naive, therefore, to think, as 
Pinker seems to, that because torture has been abolished, it is no longer a problem. Despite a 
1987 United Nations Convention Against Torture, which has been ratified by 130 countries, 
torture, or at least the ‘cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment’ covered by the Convention, is 
still practised in 141 countries around the world, including by the United States, Britain and 
Israel.*° In other words, torture is almost universally condemned, and almost universally 
practised. Some have even attempted to justify its use with the theory of ‘just torture’.*? 

As for public and sometimes spectacular capital punishments that historians often like to 
describe in great detail, the right of the state to use violence, and in some instances extreme 
forms of violence like breaking on the wheel and burning at the stake, was never really 
questioned by Enlightenment thinkers, let alone the public at large. Voltaire’s famous Treatise 
on Tolerance — written after the death of Jean Calas, tortured and broken on the wheel — did 
not protest against the cruelty of the punishment, but rather against the religious bigotry that 
led to Calas’ condemnation in the first place (Calas was a Protestant in as majority Catholic 
country). Certainly, the taste for viewing public executions and displayed bodies does not 


appear to have waned during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.°° On the contrary, there 


is a good deal of evidence to suggest that executions were popular, or that at the very least 
they were capable of attracting large crowds, from across all social classes, well into the 
nineteenth century.*! In Breslau in 1811, for example, thousands of locals flocked to see the 
publicly displayed corpses of recently executed victims.*? 

In France, executions were often carried out on the so-called ‘justice days’, which 
coincided with market days, in order to ensure a good turnout of people.*’ The guillotine, 
introduced in 1792 as a much more rational, efficient and humane form of killing, was meant 
to demonstrate just how enlightened were the French revolutionaries.** Executions attracted 
large crowds in France until it was largely hidden from public view from around 1870, and 
officially in 1939.°° In the town of Béthune in northern France in 1909, for example, as many 
as 30,000 people gathered to watch the execution of the Pollet gang, who had terrorized the 
countryside for years. The crowds came from the surrounding region, including from Paris, 
as well as from Belgium and Germany. The French cinema company, Pathé Actualités, 
filmed and screened executions, including the Pollet gang, until 1909 when they were finally 
banned by the authorities.°° 

In London, right up to 1868 when public executions were finally banned (and not in 1783, 
as Pinker incorrectly writes), large crowds in the tens of thousands would also regularly turn 
out to watch hangings. And there were quite a few occasions in which to do so. At the same 
time that Enlightenment values were coming into their own, the English Parliament increased 
the number of crimes punishable by death fivefold, from about 50 in 1688 to about 240 in 
1820.7” Of course, many were able to avoid execution so that the number that occurred 
between 1770 and 1830 declined to a ‘relatively modest’ 7,000. In London, levels of 
execution appear to have been connected to moral panics about crime. In the first few 
decades of the nineteenth century, executions were taking place more frequently than any 
time since the Stuarts.°° It is hardly something that can be reconciled with an ‘enlightened’ 
attitude that was supposedly driving judicial and legal reform in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

But here is the rub. By the 1830s, the system of capital punishment had more or less 
collapsed in England, and the number of executions and public hangings declined sharply. 
Why this was so remains one of the big questions in English penal history. Historians have 
suggested that this was largely due to a humanitarian reform movement, brought about in part 
by a change in sensibilities.*° It is entirely possible that shifting attitudes had a role to play, 
but concern among the ruling elites about the behaviour and attitudes of the populace, as well 
as a belief that the condemned were no longer abiding by the preordained, Christian rituals, 
also had a role to play.*° English observers considered the crowds who gathered to watch 
hangings to be far too turbulent and far too gay. It was the behaviour of the crowd along the 
processional route in London from Newgate prison to Tyburn, the traditional site of public 
executions, that was particularly concerning; the civil authorities feared that they had lost 
control of the process. It was one of the reasons why in 1783 public hangings were relocated 
from Tyburn to the front of Newgate prison. It was thus hoped that by containing the size of 


the crowd, public order would be restored. That was not to be; there were recurring incidents 
of crowd disorder. In 1849, Charles Dickens wrote to The Times after witnessing the hanging 
of Frederik and Maria Manning, railing not against the death penalty but rather against ‘the 
wickedness and levity of the immense crowd’.*! 

The point is that changes were born of a complicated mixture of elements: changes in 
judicial processes, fear of the rabble at a time when the revolutionary potential of the mob 
was very much alive, as well as shifting cultural values — crowds had become indifferent to 
the spectacle of violence, or to put it another way, violence in ‘progressive’ societies no 
longer resulted in the required pedagogical outcome. This is not to say that crowds had lost 
interest in visible acts of brutality by the time the nineteenth century had come about. On the 
contrary, if the size of the crowds is anything to go by, it was evident that they were still very 
much fascinated by the spectacle of death. 

Finally, let me briefly talk about slavery and the abolition movement. Slavery was built 
upon the omnipresence of violence. Indeed, it can only exist through the constant practice or 
fear of violence in order to maintain the slave population in servitude. We have no clear 
notion of whether levels of violence on the plantation increased in the course of the 
eighteenth century, but it was during this period, that is, in the decades after 1760, that the 
slave trade reached a peak. The French slave trade actually peaked in the years 1783—92/3, 
only to be interrupted by the outbreak of war between revolutionary France and the rest of 
Europe.“ It’s true that slavery was criticized by a number of French Enlightenment thinkers 
(Montesquieu, Raynal, Voltaire, Condorcet), but not usually for the ill-treatment meted out to 
the enslaved, or on moral grounds (as did Montesquieu). For some French Enlightenment 
thinkers, man was everywhere in chains; slavery was not qualitatively different to other 
forms of ‘tyranny’, the major preoccupation of thinkers at the beginning of the French 
Revolution.*° This was different in England, where the Evangelical tradition, especially that 
of the Quakers, was at the forefront of the anti-slavery movement. Religion played an 
enormous role in England, and eventually in France, in the abolitionist movement, but the 
arguments against slavery were as much economic as moral. An effective argument had to be 
made that the abolition of slavery would not cost jobs and have an adverse impact on the 
economy. 

Even when it was abolished, illegal slavery continued to do a roaring trade, at least until 
around 1831, when France stepped up its measure against slavers. Illegal slavery was an open 
secret in many European ports, while slaving vessels continued to ply their trade between 
Africa and the Americas well into the 1880s.*° A recent analysis of various cases of abolition 
around the world reveals the extent to which other motives, shrouded in the cloak of 
humanitarianism, played a role.*° Ultimately, the abolition of slavery, as David Brion Davis 
wrote many years ago, has to do as much with political, economic and ideological motives as 
it does with humanitarian concerns.*’ There were certainly strong links between the abolition 
of slavery and the humanitarian movement, but other drivers also played a role and have to 
be taken into account. The British naval campaign against slavery from the mid-nineteenth 


century was motivated by a desire to enforce abolition, yes, but was also driven by the British 
desire to control the seas, as well as by a personal desire on the part of many navy captains 
for prize money. A ‘bounty’ was paid for every slave taken from a vessel. Between 1810 and 
1828, the Royal Navy received over £570,000 in ‘bounty’ for captured slaves.*? And we can 
always rely on the capitalist system to fill the void left by the abolition of the slave trade. 
When labour needs could no longer be met by slavery, other forms of bondage increased, 
targeting in particular workers in India and China in what became known as the ‘coolie 
trade’. Within ninety years of the British abolishing slavery in 1807, more than 2 million 
people had become indentured labourers.*? Even worse was the example of the Congo, 
where, between 1880 and 1920, around 10 million people were murdered, worked and 
starved to death. Pinker acknowledges this as a genocide, but not as a form of slave labour, 
which it patently was. Even the ending of slavery in the United States led to many being re- 
enslaved by another name right up to the 1940s.°° 


The rational and irrational in history 


Just as Pinker mischaracterizes the Enlightenment, so too does he mischaracterize the 
Counter-Enlightenment, and he does so in much the same way, that is, by using outdated 
ideas and sources. In the case of the Counter-Enlightenment, Pinker relies on the Latvian- 
born British philosopher, Isaiah Berlin, who, writing in the late 1970s, was one of the first to 
popularize the term, ‘Counter-Enlightenment’, a twentieth-century invention.?! Scholars have 
moved well beyond Isaiah Berlin’s work to more complex understandings of the ‘Counter- 
Enlightenment’ ,°? but as is Pinker’s wont, he doesn’t take this into account, either because it 
doesn’t suit him or because he simply hasn’t read the literature. It’s probably a bit of both, an 
example of the kind Daniel Smail talks about, of Pinker entering someone’s house with 
muddy boots and acting in a bad manner by arrogantly sticking his feet on the table. 

The Counter-Enlightenment is generally seen as either a movement among Christian 
writers who believed that the French philosophes were bent on the destruction of all religion 
or simply a movement that was in opposition to the Enlightenment. For Isaiah Berlin, as it is 
for Pinker, it was definitely the latter, a rejection of the principles of the Enlightenment, 
including objectivity and rationality.°° The debate between enemies and advocates of the 
Enlightenment is hardly new. It dates back to at least the middle of the eighteenth century but 
was really sustained by two world shattering periods in time — the French Revolution and the 
Second World War (or more precisely, the violence of the two world wars, including the 
Bolshevik Revolution). As a result, thinkers essentially asked the same question of both 
events: Where did it all go wrong? For conservative thinkers in the first half of the nineteenth 
century reacting to the French Revolution, the answer was obvious, it was the fault of 
Rousseau. For radical thinkers in the second half of the twentieth century reacting to the 
Holocaust, the answer was just as obvious, it was the fault of Rousseau.°* 

I am simplifying things of course, but it exemplifies in some ways how people can atrive at 
the same conclusion from two diametrically opposed ideological positions. Early nineteenth- 


century conservative thinkers and radical twentieth-century thinkers, both grappling with 
extreme violence and what it meant to be ‘modern’, were wary of placing reason on a 
pedestal. In the decades after the Second World War, some argued that the Enlightenment had 
led to Nazism and Bolshevism. It is a criticism that first emerged out of Jacob Talman’s 1952 
book, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, which blamed the Enlightenment for the ideas 
that led to Hitler and Stalin. No one takes Talman’s work very seriously today, in part 
because of the demolition job that Peter Gay carried out on it, but even Gay was unable to 
convince German intellectuals like Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, who, writing in 
the 1960s, argued that totalitarianism was the result of rationalism taken to its extreme, so 
that the Enlightenment led to the Holocaust.°° Zygmunt Baumann is probably the best-known 


proponent of the thesis that the Holocaust was deeply rooted in modern, Western 
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civilization.° 

This too is no longer taken very seriously by scholars, but at its heart, as already mentioned, 
people were questioning where ‘progress’, or to put it another way, where ‘modemity’ had 
gone wrong, that is, why a movement that was ostensibly based on reason could lead to the 
Terror, and to the horrors of the twentieth century. This goes to the heart of Pinker’s own 
personal world view. He rejects the powerful illiberal current in Enlightenment thinking that 
includes, in the West at least, Jacobinism, Bolshevism and Nazism, all political ideologies 
that at their core believed humans and human society could be improved through violent 
means. They all not only advocated but practised violence in a methodical way to bring about 
revolutionary change in society. Pinker, on the other hand, cannot countenance the idea that 
there was a link between, ideology, the ‘invention of reason’, and ‘reason’ being used for 
violent ends, because for him violence is necessarily irrational. 

That is, I would argue, to misunderstand the fundamental nature of violence. Violence 
serves a purpose and a function, no matter how ‘irrational’ or ‘barbaric’ or ‘savage’ an act 
might appear to the outside observer. This is as much the case today as it was in the past. Let 
me give you two (among countless) examples of how a seemingly irrational act of violence 
can be carried out in a cold, calculating way with rational objectives in mind. 

During the 1947-8 war, which led to the creation of the state of Israel, a number of 
massacres were carried out by Jewish and Israeli forces, as well as a number of rapes and 
murders of Palestinian women. In addition, somewhere between 450 and 500 Palestinian 
villages were simply wiped off the face of the map. We know this because of the work of a 
group of what have been dubbed New Historians, Israelis who have challenged traditional 
views of history, the most prominent of whom is Benny Morris, whose study of the 1948 war 
is based on a massive archival study of largely Jewish sources.°’ As a result of those 
massacres and rapes, hundreds of thousands of Palestinians left their homes, often in fear of 
what might occur to them. It’s an example of the use of massacre, seen throughout history, 
which might appear irrational from the outside, but which has a clearly defined purpose. 

Another example is the case of rape in warfare, which has, arguably, become much more 
systematic today than in previous centuries. In Mozambique, soldiers often forced local men 
to watch them raping women; the ritual mutilation of victims is carried out by cutting off 


noses, breasts, penises and so on; parents are constrained to maim or kill their children, to 
cook and eat them prior to their own execution.°® They are all ‘rational’ and calculating 
techniques designed to instil terror into populations, and thereby prevent them from engaging 
in organized resistance. At the heart of attempts to understand human motivation behind 
violence is a question that can be asked of all political ideologies that descend into terror — 
what makes ordinary people choose violence??? 

Of course, the process is complicated; it is not just about understanding rhetoric and ideas 
but also of placing them in their social and political context. A better line of questioning in 
my view is not to equate violence with the irrational but to posit whether reason can be 
‘irrational’? Can ‘reason’, however one defines it, lead to a reduction in violence, as Pinker 
maintains? Can ‘reason’ ever really be decoupled from irrational impulses? A number of 
scholars, using recent advances in the neurosciences, have sought to demonstrate that 
traditional divisions between ‘reason’ and ‘emotion’ are no longer tenable, and that emotions 
exert a significant impact on decision-making processes.” 

Religion is an interesting example, something that Pinker rejects as a superstition. It’s a 
common enough misconception, one that scholars held for many years, namely that the 
Enlightenment was by its very nature secularizing and therefore anti-religious. According to 
this view, thanks to the newly acquired capacity for science and critical thinking, people 
discarded religion in favour of rational thought. This we know was not the case; the 
Enlightenment never rejected sentiments and the passions, and was deeply imbricated in 
contemporary religious views, as well as, for some at least, delving into the occult through 
movements such as mesmerism and the convulsionnaires, people who congregated in 
cemeteries where they seemingly became possessed and went into ecstatic spasms.°! By 
equating religion with ‘superstition’, Pinker ignores th e extent to which religion was 
hardwired into much of eighteenth-century Western culture, and the role that religion played 
in the Enlightenment. 

The Enlightenment was not just a secularizing movement; many contemporaries were both 
religious and in favour of Enlightenment reform and Enlightenment thinking.®* Since the 
1930s, historians have been arguing that religion was not the opposite of reason and that it 
was not nearly as wide as some, like Peter Gay, imagined.®° A number of prominent thinkers 
were themselves religious so that there was never a clear divide between religion and reason. 
In Scotland, the Enlightenment took place inside the churches where many clerics preached 
liberal ideas.°* Some go so far as to argue that ‘the Enlightenment was not only compatible 
with religious belief but conducive to it’.°° In England, Enlightenment culture was not so 
much predominantly ‘rationalist’ as intensely Christian and Evangelical. Initial forms of 
Christian humanitarianism came into existence in the seventeenth century and were initially 
about helping the poor at home. Eventually, an amalgam of Christian morality and human 
rights inspired a broader notion of compassion and even pity for victims of oppression, such 
as slaves, and in the 1820s, towards Greeks under Ottoman rule.®© Isaac Newton was 


profoundly religious.°” David Hume, often cited by Pinker as an example of the kind of 


rational thinker typified by the Enlightenment, was not. He was an anti-rationalist. Similarly, 
John Locke believed that ideas were derived ‘entirely from the senses’ and that knowledge 
was only ‘the Perception of the Agreement, or Dis-agreement, of any of our Ideas’.°? In 
North America during the Revolution, the dictates of sentiment rather than reason were 
uppermost in many people’s minds where emotional rhetoric was used to mobilize the people 
into action.®? One could say the same of the French revolutionaries whose rhetoric was 
steeped in emotional appeals, and where sincerity and feeling were signs of virtue, and thus 
of political legitimacy. 


Conclusion 


My focus here has not been to denounce ‘reason’ in history but rather to show that the 
Enlightenment was a good deal more complex than Pinker will allow for and that indeed it 
may not have been the turning point in the history of the decline of some forms of violence 
that Pinker, and other scholars, make it out to be. There is a good deal that indicates a turning 
point having more or less taken place by around 1650, much earlier than Pinker believes, and 
not as a result of Enlightenment thinkers, but rather as a result of other external factors that 
have to do with regional as well as global circumstances. This was the case for homicide, 
judicial torture, as well as duelling in the core European countries (but not on the periphery 
of Europe, it is worth underlining). On the other hand, other forms of violence, such as public 
executions, and slavery, which reached a peak by the end of the eighteenth century before 
being outlawed by Britain in 1807, continued well into the nineteenth century. Other forms of 
violence, such as torture and slavery, have never really gone away. In other words, there does 
not appear to be any clear correlation between reading, thinking and action, or between 
Enlightenment thinking and violence. Moreover, people, as I am sure Pinker would admit, 
can be both rational and irrational (or spiritual), practical and idealistic, concerned and 
indifferent to the fate of others. In short, people are motivated by somewhat contradictory 
impulses, but change can only come about by a combination of complex historical forces, 
most of which Pinker seems to ignore. 

In some respects, Pinker falls into the category of the intellectual warrior, alongside — 
ironically since Pinker despises them — Marxists, postmodernists and those who advocate for 
a ‘clash of civilizations’, who have all appropriated, and in the process redefined, the 
Enlightenment for their own purposes.’ Pinker’s ideas around the Enlightenment recall the 
kind of naive conception of progress, world peace and the belief that commerce and 
cosmopolitanism would act as a positive force for peace, which were common elements 
among eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers. Even the idea pursued by Pinker that the 
spread of democracy brings peace, since democracies do not fight each other, has its origins 
in the eighteenth century. Pinker’s world view then seems to be a bit of a throwback to the 
eighteenth century, without really taking into account the barbarity of the twentieth century. 
The violence of the twentieth century really brings home the fact that people placed in 
extraordinary circumstances are more than capable of committing atrocities. This is as valid a 


statement of people’s behaviour today, as it is for past centuries. And this is where Pinker 
ultimately fails; he has little deep understanding of history and historical methodology. 
Without an intimate knowledge of the periods of history and the peoples he mentions, his 
work can never be more than a collection of generalizations based up on a misconception of 
history. 
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The complexity of history 


Russia and Steven Pinker’s thesis 


Nancy Shields Kollmann 


It feels churlish to disagree with Steven Pinker’s feel-good argument that face-to-face 
violence has declined in world history over the last six or so centuries. He does indeed show 
with statistical and anecdotal evidence that in many places the modern world is less 
hazardous to one’s personal survival than life in premodern times, and that attitudes in many 
societies have changed. But historians can be a churlish bunch, and reading his book leaves 
me wanting more specificity and more difference, and leery of so long, broad and 
universalizing an argument. I find the most intriguing part of the book, in fact, to be the 
exceptions Pinker cites to his observed patterns. When I consider early modern Russia, what 
strikes me are the ways in which Russia took a very different approach to violence even 
though some of the same influences were at play. 

Pinker writes on a vast scale — he argues that rates of face-to-face violence and organized 
warfare have fallen, and attitudes have turned against violence in ‘civilized’ societies, 
expanding from Europe into contemporary global society. As roots of these changes, he 
identifies phenomena familiar to historians thanks to burgeoning literature since the 1970s: 
early modern European state-building, ‘the civilizing process’ and the decline in homicide 
rates.! 

Central to Pinker’s argument is the rise of a centralized state (‘Leviathan’) that claimed a 
monopoly of violence and enforced it through policing and judicial punishment. Important 
here is that the state was well-run, preferably in a way that moved towards democracy and 
pluralism over time; buy-in to the political system encouraged citizens to maintain peace. A 
second key element is the expansion of interregional commerce, which gave communities 
and individuals incentive to cooperate for individual and mutual benefit. ‘Gentle commerce’ 
also had the benefit of encouraging the growth of cities, which Pinker finds statistically less 
violent than rural communities. Third is the spread of civilized behaviour, initially inculcated 
through etiquette designed to corral violence among the king’s men and create a ‘courtly’ 


culture of disciplined servants to the crown. Later, this trend was reinforced with 
Enlightenment claims for the universality of human rights, which in turn spawned a revulsion 
towards bodily harm to living creatures (animal and human) and eventually empathy for 
minority rights. As for the engines of these changes, Pinker relies on psychology, both group 
and individual, to argue that people, groups and states assess violence by cost-benefit 
analysis. They calculate the risks to their self-interest, honour and basic survival of engaging 
in, or deferring, violence. Thus, he also extols the rise of reason as a foundation on which 
individuals can make such calculations. From the sixteenth century, he argues, these forces 
joined together to launch a more ‘civilized’ world, where educated people living in urbanized 
democracies with healthy economies grew to avoid violence. Pinker marshalls ample 
statistical evidence of homicide rates, loss in war, frequency of armed combat, as well as 
anecdotal evidence of growing revulsion towards violence. In the very big picture, life in the 
stereotypical European civilized society has indeed improved. 

Pinker also acknowledges exceptions. He notes that the dominant ideology of the 
nineteenth century — ethnic nationalism — undermines claims for universal rights, and he 
identifies geographical areas much less impacted by a decline of violence. In addition to 
isolated, often mountainous regions, he identifies a baleful arc of contemporary countries 
stretching from Central and East Africa through North India to Southeast Asia (p. 306) beset 
by a more violent status quo. Poverty, weak and corrupt states, and the absence of literacy 
and effective civic education deflect these areas from a more peaceable path. Most 
importantly, he argues that a decline in violence is ‘not inevitable’: these trends have always 
stemmed from rational choice and are not dependent on supposed inner demons of human 
nature. Societies and individuals could choose more war, more discrimination, more ethnic 
cleansing and more ambient violence if they find it in their self-interest. It is up to us. 

In broad sweeps Pinker’s argument does jibe with what many of us experience today. The 
historian in me, however, worries. His Euro-centrism raises a flag: he implies a single path 
into a peaceable modernity following the European model, leaving one to wonder about paths 
not taken, or the very concept of a determined path. And his focus on rational agency implies 
that other states or societies might have combined his cited factors and others to different 
ends. This seems to be the case for early modern Russia. 

I have analysed the practice of the criminal law in early modern Russia from the sixteenth 
through the eighteenth centuries with the problem of violence as a main concern.” Violence 
was on my mind for two reasons: since the sixteenth century (and reiterated in Cold War 
rhetoric), Europeans have characterized Russians and their society as despotic, brutal and less 
civilized than the European ‘West’.? Second, I had in mind the Foucauldian paradigm, 
supported by research b y Spierenburg, Linebaugh, van Diilmen and others, that held that 
some European states well into the seventeenth century ruled through terror by staging 
‘spectacles of execution’, compensating for the inability to rule through law, policing and 
civic cooperation with displays of official brutality. Eventually European states were able to 
abandon theatrical public executions, cruel and unusual punishments, judicial torture and 
other public displays of violence because of two interconnected trends: a growing state 


capacity to police deviant behaviour and to inculcate civic values in its citizens and a 
growing public acceptance of humanitarian ideals.* 

Violence was not the only issue I was concermed with; I also analysed the degree to which 
the tsar’s criminal courts ruled in accordance with law and legal procedure. I read the law and 
case law of homicide, recidivist theft and robbery, and major political and religious crime (in 
Muscovy’s theocratic ideology, witchcraft, heresy, treason and rebellion all qualified as 
assaults on the state). Trial transcripts ranged from the early seventeenth century well into the 
eighteenth and covered the empire, involving not only the dominant East Slavic population 
but also subject peoples in Siberia, the Middle Volga (Tatar and Finno-Ugric peoples), 
Ukraine and even European foreigners in Russian service. 

I found that the early modern Russian judicial system was in some ways less violent than 
its European counterparts. I cannot make this argument on the basis of statistics. Rates of 
crime are unavailable: no statistical data was kept (police forces were not functioning 
efficiently across the empire until late in the nineteenth century). Certain types of crime 
garnered especial attention over time, possibly suggesting new outbreaks. Predictably, 
Russia’s earliest criminal law codes acknowledge prosecutions and punishment up to 
execution for murder, arson and other major crimes as well as for political and religious 
crimes. As the state began to amass bureaucratic control in the sixteenth century, recidivist 
burglary and theft, often identified with professional banditry in the countryside, rose to 
special concern. Legal procedure and criminal police institutions were created and endured 
through the seventeenth century. A massive legal compilation in 1649 for the first time gave 
detailed legal treatment to political and religious crime against the state, reflecting Muscovy’s 
expanding control over peasant labour, taxation and daily life. In response, the seventeenth 
century saw a rising incidence of peasants fleeing landlords; when Peter I (ruled 1682-1725) 
instituted an onerous poll tax on peasants as well as new military recruitment for a massively 
increased standing army and new navy, runaway soldiers and sailors joined the ranks of 
runaway serfs as a focus of criminal prosecution. Persecutions of religious heterodoxy 
proliferated from the late seventeenth century after a theological schism in the Orthodox 
Church; for more than a century thereafter, official persecution of ‘Old Believer’ 
communities waxed and waned. The most recalcitrant of these schismatics were imprisoned 
and executed by burning as heretics. While we cannot attach rates of incidence to these 
crimes, it is clear that as the early modern Russian state expanded, it encountered violent 
challenges to its claims to control labour, collect taxes, maintain public order and enforce 
ideology. 

Other early modern European states faced similar challenges, but Russia’s modes of 
governance and criminal justice seem to have relied less on overt violence to meet them. We 
can see this in many spheres. One is the state’s ability to monopolize the means of violence: 
in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Moscow’s rulers systematically integrated previously 
sovereign princes and local elites and their private retinues into the grand prince’s army. 
Deprived of sovereign rights, such princes and elites in return received social status, land 
grants and other largesse. Well compensated in an environment with few other opportunities 


for gain, Russia’s elite made its peace with service to the tsar and was remarkably stable well 
into the eighteenth century, with astoundingly few episodes of opposition to the dynasty. 

In addition to monopolizing the means of violence in this way, Moscow’s grand princes 
(self-titled tsars after 1547) assiduously condemned private violence among individuals, 
clans and other social groups; duelling and vendettas were forbidden and harshly punished. 
In their place, the state offered redress through litigation over insult to honour. All subjects of 
the tsar, from the highest church hierarchs and secular elites to serfs and even slaves, could 
litigate against people of all social ranks, and they did. Offences were usually verbal, 
occasionally including affronts such as knocking off a woman’s hat or pulling a man’s beard; 
such insults often occurred together with physical assault, but the crimes were tried 
separately. As a rule, winning litigants were compensated with a fine (its size rose according 
to the social rank of the insulted) and with the satisfaction of a restored reputation. When 
Europeans imported duelling in the late seventeenth century, the state immediately clamped 
down, punishing it as a capital crime. Peter I even ordered not only that a victorious dueller 
be executed by hanging but that the corpse of his rival also be strung up.” 

In Russia, the reach of the criminal law was intentionally narrow: it involved murder and 
recidivist theft and robbery, arson and other heinous crimes, and high political and religious 
crime. Petty crimes that in some contemporary European countries were punished up to 
capital punishment were in Russia left to communities to deal with. Similarly, the reach of 
the central government was intentionally limited: it focused on monopolizing violence, 
collecting resources and dispensing the criminal law. Otherwise, as a multi-ethnic Eurasian 
‘empire of difference’, the central government allowed subject peoples to retain language, 
religion, court systems, elites and public services as before. Similarly, the East Slavic peasant 
majority lived under the authority of landlords or village communes. All these communities 
were entitled to use corporal punishment for petty crime and disorder, according to local 
tradition. But none was allowed to impinge on the criminal process; if a murder, robbery, 
witchcraft accusation or other major crime occurred in a village, noble estate or native tribe, 
leaders were required to turn in suspects to the local governor for state justice. Those who 
tried to solve serious cases on their own, or administered torture, were punished harshly. 


Having defined the criminal law narrowly, the state worked assiduously to control that 


arena.° 


The sta te also struggled, as all empires did, with policing officialdom to avoid corruption, 
violence and abuse. Truly egregious cases of corrupt governors, often in far-flung Siberia 
where the riches of the furs and the China trade tempted graft, were prosecuted harshly; as a 
preventive measure, the state rotated governors every two years, never sold venalities and 
never let local notables develop regional power. Since the state understood that in Siberia and 
steppe borderlands, subject peoples could disappear into the forest or prairie if the state 
demanded too much, governors were explicitly ordered not to abuse the locals. Such 
prescriptions hardly prevented violence against natives: initial stages of conquest were 
bloody and Russian garrisons ensured the constant threat of violence. But these approaches to 


local governance reflect the state’s aversion to violence when it contradicted its goals.’ 


For similar reasons, the early modern Russian state sharply contrasts to many European 
counterparts in its approach to Christianization; the state refused to allow the Orthodox 
Church to forcibly convert non-Orthodox subjects, again for the pragmatic goal of not 
alienating the tax-paying populace. The Orthodox Church was not in any case a strongly 
missionary faith: it never developed a rhetoric of religiously sanctioned violence akin to 
crusades, and its moral philosophy advocated personal restraint, inner reformation and mercy. 
Exceptions were two periods of forcible conversion of Muslims in the Middle Volga and 
Bashkiria in the eighteenth century; these were fuelled to some extent by religious zeal 
connected to Catholic influence at court, but primarily by Russian migration into these 
valuable farming territories. Conversion served as a weapon with which to appropriate lands 
from uncooperative Muslims. But, as a rule, the state restrained forcible conversion precisely 
to maintain stable governance and taxation across the empire.® 

Since Russia was an autocracy with no representative institutions or enfranchised social 
classes to provide leverage against the state, its legal system might be expected to have been 
arbitrary and despotic. Certainly, foreign visitors alleged as much. But my study shows that 
the criminal law was applied in a systematic manner according to the law. Law codes that 
included criminal punishments and procedure were issued in 1497, 1550 and 1649 and 1669, 
supplemented by myriad decrees from chanceries with judicial authority. These laws and 
decrees were laconic and practical, rarely theoretical or generalizable, but they provided 
judges with bases for trials and judgements. Judges themselves, however, were untrained in 
the law. Military officers were appointed to be Jacks-of-all-trades with adjudication a low 
priority among more pressing military, fiscal and administrative roles. Legal expertise, 
therefore, resided with the scribes assigned to their offices. Trained in the law according to 
uniform standards of procedure and paperwork emanating from Moscow, the local scribe 
kept judges on track with instructions on procedure and citations from the law regarding 
sentencing. Across the empire, transcripts of court cases follow the same model, use the same 
language, quote the same laws and reach the appropriate verdict — an amazing uniformity 
across a huge empire when compared to the legal multiplicity that many European countries 
faced at the time. The law distinguished levels of violence in punishment, reserving capital 
punishment for the highest crimes. To cite one example, a Tunguz tribe in eastern Siberia 
demanded that the judge turn over a Russian accused of killing one of their princes for 
execution by tribal justice. The governor insisted that the tsar’s law prevailed; finding the 
man guilty of unintentional homicide, not murder, they sentenced him to a ‘merciless’ 
flogging, much to the dissatisfaction of the Tunguz.? 

Other aspects of criminal practice also mitigated the use of violence. One was the provision 
of mercy: judges often reduced sentences in the tsar’s name to respond to community appeals 
or otherwise maintain social stability.!° In Russia, mercy reinforced the patrimonial tenet of 
Muscovite political ideology that the tsar was a just judge who protected his people from 
harm. Secondly, from the late seventeenth century, laws reduced the incidence of the death 
penalty, sending many capital criminals to exile to Siberia or other frontier towns. Exile was 
not an imprisonment system; the convict was kept in place by sheer distance and by branding 


for the most serious of them. While in exile, criminals worked: peasants farmed, artisans 
practised their crafts and many joined the local governor’s militia. Reducing capital 
punishment in favour of exile addressed Russia’s chronic shortage of labour.'! 

Even more unlike its European peers, Russia did not practise the elaborate, theatrical 
‘spectacles of suffering’ for public executions that have garnered such attention in early 
modern European criminal law. In Russia, executions were simple affairs; the judge was 
expected to gather a crowd, often on a market day, as soon as possible after verdict. He was 
to have the verdict read aloud and then to execute promptly (generally by hanging or 
beheading). The 1649 law code prescribed that the condemned be given six weeks to repent, 
but case law shows that was rarely observed. Nor did courts take the time to assemble 
multiple condemned criminals for mass execution, or to build viewing bleachers and 
impressive scaffolds. They did not have formal rituals of last meals, forgiveness of the 
executioner, additional tortures on the stand and gruesome executions such as quartering. 
Rather, the terror of executions in Muscovy might have been in their speed; with Moscow so 
far away and cases dragging on for months and more with consultation between centre and 
local courts, communities needed to be reminded that the tsar’s law really meant business. 
Judges were told ‘not to delay the tsar’s work’ (perhaps also a hedge against their being 
bribed), and they took pains to report back to Moscow how promptly they had indeed carried 
out an execution. 

Russia’s pragmatic approach to violence in the criminal process changed somewhat with 


exposure to European practice. Before the 1690s, a few incidences of the horrific punishment 


of quartering are cited, but they were exceptional.'* Peter I came to power formally in 1682 


as a ten-year-old and famously surrounded himself with European officers as he was growing 
up; not surprisingly, European-style tortures and executions begin to appear in his day. In 
1696, a deserter was sentenced to breaking on the wheel, the first mention of such 
punishment in Russia; in 1697, Peter I staged a beheading in a theatrical manner, with the 
blood of the executed flowing over the exhumed body of a political accomplice of the 
convicted. But it was first-hand experience in Europe that brought the full ‘spectacle of 
execution’ model to Russia. Peter I witnessed a mass execution in Amsterdam during his 
embassy abroad (1697-8) and staged a similar spectacle in Moscow in 1698 when he dashed 
back to Russia to suppress a musketeer rebellion. Upwards to 1,000 people were tortured and 
over 700 were executed in mass groups in several ‘days’ of execution (others were flogged, 
exiled or otherwise punished). Breaking on the wheel, beheading with a sword (not the 
customary Russian axe) were European innovations here, as well as the vast scale of the 
spectacle itself. Hundreds were hanged from the Kremlin walls, their bodies left to sit all 


winter; hundreds more were beheaded; priests were broken on the wheel.!* 
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FIGURE 10.1 Russia’s first ‘spectacle of execution’: ‘The execution of musketeers, Moscow 1698’, published in Johann- 
Georg Korb, Diarium itineris in Moscoviam (Vienna, 1700). Library of the Hoover Institution, Stanford, CA. 


During his reign, Peter I resorted to such spectacles in a few exceptional cases of high 
treason and official corruption, but in rural settings executions continued to be simple, speedy 
affairs. Conversely, however, Peter I further limited the use of the death penalty by requiring 
that each capital sentence be reviewed and by expanding the capital crimes to be punished 
with exile in Siberia or to forced labour on his many new construction projects (canals, 
harbours, St Petersburg). Going into the eighteenth century, Russia’s use of the death penalty 
was declining. 

Unlike any European counterpart, in the 1740s Russia abolished the death penalty entirely, 
replacing it with exile upon order of Peter I’s daughter, Empress Elizabeth I (ruled 1741-61). 
There followed a great expansion of the exile and forced labour systems and a greater 
elaboration of brandings and bodily mutilation to mark capital criminals in exile. The 
motives of the abolition were never explained, nor was the abolition codified clearly; decrees 
made it appear that such exiled capital criminals were merely awaiting referral of their cases. 
But in fact, executions for common crime ended. Empress Elizabeth’s motivation might have 
been religious, or she might have been reacting to the conditions of her coming to the throne. 
In the late 1730s, the ruling faction under Empress Anna Ioannovna (ruled 1730-40) had 
executed political rivals in a display of unprecedented violence that shocked the nobility, and 
another faction brought Elizabeth to power in a coup in rejection of that faction. Her 
abolition of the death penalty may have been intended to assuage noble fears. The nobility’s 
continued Europeanization and the spread of Enlightenment humanitarian values under 
Catherine II (ruled 1762-96) ensured the continuation of the policy; Catherine, inspired by 
Beccaria, also lobbied for the abolition of torture (which occurred in 1801). Alexander I 


(ruled 1801-25) spoke proudly of imposing Russia’s more benevolent law on newly acquired 
territories (such as Georgia) where capital punishment was still being practised. In the first 
half of the nineteenth century, brutality in the law was gradually lessened with privileged 
social ranks receiving immunity from corporal punishment, with the abolition of the branding 
of female exiles and eventually entirely, the ending of bodily mutilation and flogging, and 
other mitigations.‘4 

This is not to say that executions disappeared entirely — although this was not stated 
explicitly in law until 1845, capital punishment was still allowed for treason, as seen in a few 
executions under Catherine II and famously in the execution of five Decembrist rebels in 
1825. When capital punishment was finally presented systematically in the 1845 Criminal 
Code under the conservative Nicholas I (ruled 1825-55), it was limited only to attacks on the 
tsar himself, his family and the state; all other crimes, including heresy, parricide and murder, 
warranted exile or lesser punishments. Thus, the tsar epitomized the state and patrimonially 
protected his people from such a harsh punishment. Such an approach to the death penalty 
has a_ distinctly non-modern feel, combining religious fervour, Enlightenment 
humanitarianism and traditional Russian patriarchal ideology. The state continued with what 
one scholar calls a ‘comparatively lenient’ use of punishment. Jonathan Daly, in a 
comparative study of punishment regimes in late nineteenth-century United States, Russia 


and Europe, found that per capita Russia used execution, imprisonment and other forms of 


punishment notably less than its peers.!° 


Russia’s judicial practice into the nineteenth century, therefore, would seem to reflect an 
aversion to violence. But few of Pinker’s driving forces for such a case were at play here, and 
those that were — Western norms of etiquette and Enlightenment humanitarian ideals — 
emerged late and complemented what was already going on. The pacifying impulse of 
commerce hardly played a role: Russia was a resource-poor society with a serf-based autarkic 
economy where the state exerted as much control over productive resources and economic 
exchange as possible. Therein probably lies the greatest difference between Russia’s 
relationship to judicial violence and that of contemporary Europe; Russia relied upon a more 
complicated relationship to violence than Pinker’s smooth path of decline. 

Human and material resources were always the key to state power in Russia, and the state 
wielded violence intentionally to mobilize them. Russia’s early moder n state consolidated in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries by conquering and absorbing neighbours; by the end of 
the fifteenth century, it embarked on building a centralized state with a skeletal bureaucracy 
to govern new territories and to collect funds to support the growing cavalry army. Parallel to 
European states, Muscovy’s claims on resources continuously expanded with military reform 
towards a gunpowder-armed cavalry army and eventually a European-style standing army 
and with imperial expansion. Empire required greater resources, and also provided them. By 
the end of the seventeenth century, a skeletal network of fortresses stretching from European 
Russia to the Pacific solidified Russian tax-collecting authority over Siberia’s fur-rich native 
tribes; conquests of Kazan (1552) and Astrakhan (1556) on the Volga expanded transit trade 
and opened the door to a slow but inexorable push across the steppe towards the Black and 


Caspian Seas and Caucasus. By the end of the eighteenth century, Russia was a major 
European geopolitical power, having captured the Black Sea littoral from the Ottoman 
Empire and dismembered Poland, bringing Ukrainian and Belorussian lands under Russian 
control. The only way all this success was possible was by a single-minded pursuit and 
control of resources, natural and human, to staff and equip the armies, support the elites and 
maintain the bureaucracy of empire. 

Pursuing such a policy produced a multisided approach to violence. In contrast to the 
preceding discussion of seemingly less violence in the criminal law, one can cite many ways 
in which Russia was a violent state and society. Take torture, for example. Russia borrowed 
some aspects of the revived Roman law that spread across Europe in the sixteenth century, 
including judicial torture. European criminal codes such as the Habsburg 1532 Carolina 
surrounded the use of torture with limitations (witnesses, doctors, limitation on sessions, 
requirement that the tortured sign his confession the next day, etc.). But Russia lacked 
Europe’s jurisprudential heritage; it had no guilds of lawyers or notaries, no law schools or 
seminaries, no legacy of Roman law or canon law, no university law faculties to turn to for 
expert advice (as the Carolina prescribed). Russia’s criminal law mentioned torture only in 
passing, spelling out no limitations. Case law reveals that there was a de facto limit of three 
torture sessions in cases below highest crime, but with treason, heresy and witchcraft, torture 
was used without bound. Here, the Russian criminal court was a violent place indeed.!® 

It was not, however, a medieval torture chamber of the sort that Pinker so macabrely 
details. Russian courts did not use arcane instruments of torture, only flogging in strappado 
position. Pain could be increased with the placing of weights on the body; fire was used in 
the most serious cases. Muscovite torture was not elaborate and mechanical but suited for the 
task. 

Over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the state moved to control peasant mobility; 
about half of its peasants were landlords’ serfs and the others were tied to their villages in 
areas too infertile to support gentry. Such forced immobility helped the state by providing a 
labour force for the cavalry army and military elite and by making taxation easier. Violence 
was endemic in serfdom and peasant justice. The exile system, also a state creation, was 
brutal and often deadly. And the state continued to wield violence after the 1740s prohibition 
on the death penalty when and where it needed to: it routinely declared martial law (replete 
with corporal and capital punishment) on the Caucasus, steppe and Central Asian borderlands 
to put down banditry, disorder and opposition. '” 

Society more broadly shows the same mixed picture. The Russian nobility and merchant 
class were absorbing European etiquette and Enlightenment values, and several imperial 
elites — Ukrainian noblemen and Cossacks, Polish noblemen, Baltic German Junkers — came 
into the empire already European in culture. But Russian nobles also fell for the fashion of 
duelling in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century in defiance of repeated edicts. 
Furthermore, literacy and European values that might have encouraged a decline of violence 
according to Pinker were not disseminated to the mass of the population, who remained 
bound to peasant communes and customary law even after the emancipation of 1861 and a 


judicial reform that provided jury courts for the higher social ranks (1864). Furthermore, 
maintaining the imperial governing strategy of tolerating difference left many communities 
devoid of schools, public services, literacy, urbanization and a more differentiated economy. 
Only very late in the nineteenth century did the state attempt Russification to create some 
uniformity across the empire in language, education and culture; only a few decades after 
mid-nineteenth-century reforms did industrialization, urbanization, transportation networks 
and regional economic development expand, producing some of the softening effects 
(literacy, education, reason, commercial exchange) that Pinker cites. And these processes 
were abruptly ended by the 1917 revolution, with effects evident today. Pinker observes that 
Russia and Eastern Europe today constitute a more violent periphery outside the core 
European area (p. 89, 229), and in the twentieth century Russia suffered under a utopian 
ideology that wrecked unimaginable pain on the Soviet people. 

The red thread uniting these disparate relationships to violence is the drive to mobilize 
resources. To ensure its survival, the Russian state single-mindedly controlled violence 
among individuals and groups, using the criminal law and litigations over honour. It garnered 
labour power by preferring exile over execution. It carried out executions swiftly to assert the 
tsar’s power, but had neither time nor resources nor cultural inspiration to stage theatrical 
rituals. To keep up with European geopolitical rivals, it forcibly Europeanized the nobility 
and educated classes, but it maintained serfdom for economic gain and political stability. Its 
‘politics of difference’ imperial policy intervened little in daily life for its many and diverse 
colonial subjects, ensuring stability but leaving many to harsh customary discipline. The state 
rationally deployed or minimized violence to maximize its human resources as a strategic 
choice. 

These reflections on the role of violence in Russia’s early modern criminal law suggest that 
different states assess the utility of violence differently and use or limit it as it suits them. Just 
as Pinker himself notes that geographical isolation and poverty inhibit a decline in societal 
violence, a single-minded pursuit of limited resources pushed Russia to deploy violence in 
myriad ways, never approaching a steady march of decline. This messy, contingent o utcome 
is the stuff of history. 
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Anecrology of angels 


Violence in Japanese history as a lens of critique 


Michael Wert 


As of 2019, it seems that enough time has elapsed since Pinker’s Better Angels was published 
that we treat it properly, not as a work of scholarship, but of polemics and ideology, a 
primary source text revealing the context of its time.' At a time when capitalism’s problems 
have become undeniable, along comes Pinker, who reassures capitalism’s supporters that, 
despite all of capitalism’s flaws, at least it does not cause violence. This is an old claim, 
going back to at least the nineteenth century. Thus, while Better Angels is a book of its time, 
it is also timeless. The excitement over the Pinker thesis, from the likes of Bill Gates, the 
Washington Post, et cetera, is akin to a séance; joining hands and calling upon the spirits of 
long-dead claims about the inherently peaceful nature of ‘gentle commerce’, the civilizing 
process, the Enlightenment and the West’s progressive march towards greater wealth, non- 
violence and abandonment of ideology. Such assertions still have purchase among certain 
audiences, even as they are long proven wrong. Pinker is only the most recent in a scholarly 
tradition that includes Niall Ferguson’s Civilization and David Landes’ The Wealth and 
Poverty of Nations : Why Some are So Rich and Some So Poor, in which rational choice by 
individuals and the greatness of Western technology play a defining role in determining 
wealth versus poverty or violence. In other words, the love that Bill Gates has for the Pinker 
thesis is easily explained — in Pinker’s version of world history, Bill Gates is its prophet. 

I propose using violence in Japanese history as a mirror, reflecting a parallel unfolding of 
history and historiography as it relates to violence. Along the way, my necrology of angels 
lists some dead claims about violence, the functions of history and ideology, and the 
putatively non-violent nature of capitalism, claims that have rung true since the nineteenth 
century for those unaware of their own ideological commitments. Violence throughout 
Japanese history is not unique; there are no Japanese characteristics to the violence that has 
occurred there. Violence in Japan does not offer us a case study of how Pinker’s ‘facts’ are 
wrong; mine is not a positivistic critique. 


My intellectual necrology follows three interconnected approaches that critique, by 
reflection of Pinker’s thesis: historical metanarrative, structure and the individual agent. First, 
a similar argument about the ‘civilizing process’ has been made about early modern Japan 
that focuses on elite culture and privileged texts rather than popular culture or action. Second, 
I use late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Japanese industrial capitalism to show how 
capitalism was symptomatically violent. In other words, violence is a symptom of the 
tensions inherent to capitalism. Despite genuine excitement for a constitutional government 
during the late nineteenth century, only by the 1920s did those dreams become realized for a 
small wealthy middle class, and, then, too little too late. Finally, since the Pinker thesis 
assigns responsibility to the free-floating individual, who has more or less ‘self-control’, we 
must consider at least one influence on an individual’s action — ideological fantasy. 

I do not mean ideology in the old-fashioned sense as something that is opposed to reality, a 
kind of false conscious that hides what is ‘really going on’, nor do I mean ideology in the 
political science usage as the political world view of a particular group or political party. In 
this older usage, ‘ideology’ has a negative connotation; for Pinker only the historical bad 
guys, fascism and communism, have ideology. Ideology, as he uses the concept, is visible — 
one can accept or reject it; thus, empathy, intelligence and self-control of the individual can 
trump ideology. Rather, ideology, as Zizek and others have defined it, is a framework that 
informs everyday life. The assertion that we are living in a time of great peace that was 
destined to come because of the Enlightenment, greater intelligence, increased prosperity and 
changing ‘attitudes’ that no longer glorify violence is, in fact, an ideological claim. 

Scholars throughout the twentieth century have used philosophy, sociology and history to 
disprove many of the claims that inform Pinker’s assumptions. For example, although Pinker 
claims that his approach is scientific, it is, in fact, scientistic; it apes the appearance of 
positivism to claim that reason and empirical facts ‘are independent of the psychological 
make-up of the thinkers who attempt to grasp them’; this is largely a myth. The sheer size of 
Pinker’s book amounts to a scientistic version of ‘if you say it enough, it becomes true’ — a 
sentiment wonderfully captured by science journalist Tim Radford’s theistic praise ‘I don’t 
know if he’s right, but I do think this book is a winner’.* Reason never purged superstition, as 
Jason Josephson-Storm has shown, nor are we ‘moving away from tribalism [and] 
authority’ .° 

The putative neutrality of ‘facts’ ignores how facts are deployed; they never represent 
themselves. Foucault put it best: ‘once the historical sense is mastered by a suprahistorical 
perspective, metaphysics can bend it to its own purpose, and, by aligning it to the demands of 
objective science, it can impose its own “Egyptianism”.’* Pinker reveals that even he is 
suspicious of his own tele ological claims, ‘this may seem Whiggish, presentist, and 
historically naive . . . yet it is supported by facts’.° 

The problem with teleology (‘Whiggish’) is not that it forecloses change from a putative 
root causation, but that by change over time, the current historical moment was ordained 
despite those changes. This ‘moralizing of chronology’, as Verlyn Klinkenborg eloquently 
stated it, is a problem not only for historians but even more so for scientists; ‘nowadays 


science tries to keep watch for even the slightest trace of it, any suggestion that evolution has 
a direction tending to culminate in us... or in any other presumably desirable end point’.® 
The end point of teleology, quite literally the telos, ignores historical dead ends, and this is 
the primary complaint of historians about Pinker’s thesis — that so much history is ignored. 
Worse, the optimism of telos casts things that go awry as mere tragic aberrations in an 
otherwise smooth progress towards peace. Slavoj Zizek stated the problem succinctly, 


The new breed of evolutionary optimists (Sam Harris, Steven Pinker) like to enumerate 
positive statistics . . . these are (mostly) true, but one can easily see problems that emerge 
with such a procedure. If one compares the status of Jews in Western Europe and in the 
Jews in the course of the last century, the progress is clear . . . but in between the holocaust 
happened.’ 


What accounts for bursts of violence in between chunks of seemingly peaceful time is that 
the potential for violence is part of the normal functions of society. 

The form of the Pinker thesis is not new in historiography, and it has echoes in the Japanese 
history field. During the 1960s, it was known as ‘modernization theory’. Many of the 
modernization theory supporters saw in Japanese history a similar progression towards 
capitalism and democracy as had been experienced in the West, different only in form and 
content, but with similar outcomes. Those modernization dreams were quickened by the 
Meiji Restoration (1868), the Meiji Constitution (1889), bureaucratization and the growth of 
party politics during the 1910s and 1920s, only to be dashed by the ‘irrationality’ and 
‘retrogression’, an echo of Pinker’s ‘decivilization’ claim, during wartime Japan of the 1930s 
and 1940s.® Led by Harvard historian Edwin Reischauer, who, not coincidentally, also served 
as John F, Kennedy’s ambassador to Japan, these scholars transformed Japan from former 
enemy to geopolitical ally against the march of communism in Asia. A focus on the ‘brighter 
side’ of Japanese history, as one prominent Japanese historian advised, had informed 
modernization theory approach within the Japan field.° 

The Pinker thesis is only slowly gaining attention in disciplines that focus on violence in 
East Asia. For example, like Pinker, Alex Bellamy studies trends in violence noting that at 
the height of the Cold War, East Asia accounted for 80 per cent of the globe’s mass 
atrocities. He agrees with Pinker regarding the ways in which premodern East Asia seems 
to reflect many of the trends Pinker identified as reasons for violence and its decline in 
premodern Europe.!! Like Pinker, he sees the imposing of ‘ideologies’ as a major cause of 
macro violence during the modern period and economic development as a deciding factor in 
the decline of violence. Unlike Pinker, however, Bellamy clearly defines the focus of his 
study; mass atrocities that are incidents of intentional and direct violence against non- 
combatants that number at least 1,000. One of Pinker’s biggest angelic natures, democracy, 
did not lead to a decrease in violence, argues Bellamy, but was a source of instability 
throughout Asia, in particular in East Timor and the Philippines; thus, the experience of 
modern Asia does not reflect all of the global trends outlined in Better Angels.'* Moreover, 


the number of people killed in mass atrocities has gone down, despite population growth. 
This differs from statistics in the West, where the absolute numbers killed in mass atrocities 
rose throughout the first half of the twentieth century, even though the relative numbers have 
decreased, according to Pinker. In Asia, those declines have been more recent than Pinker 


observes for global trends.'° 


Macro violence in premodern Japan 


Like other studies of the world before written history, general conclusions about violence are 
inconclusive. One talking head in NOVA’s Pinker thesis documentary, The Paradox of 
Violence, asserted the following about skeletal finds around the world and the high rates of 
violence, ‘the Paleolithic record is a horror show’. In a recent study of skeletal finds in 
ancient Japan, archaeologists discovered relatively low rates of violence. In fact, occurrences 
of violence decreased as more archaeological sites were found. The authors also noted that 
although there were several sites with high occurrences of violence, they might be 
uncommon instances of massacre, and should not be taken as representative, contradicting 
the suggestion made on The Paradox of Violence. '4 

The only type of violence that can be reasonably measured in early and medieval Japan to 
the sixteenth century is warfare and rebellion. As was the case throughout the medieval 
world, sparse data makes it difficult to determine warfare’s demographic impact. Military 
campaigns from the tenth century until around the fourteenth century were mostly punitive in 
nature: quelling rebellions, pursuing enemies of the noble court in Kyoto, and policing land 
estates on behalf of the nobility. The first large-scale ‘war’, the so-called Gempei War (1180— 
5), pit the forces of two noble warrior families against each other in the name of imperial 
succession. Neither the Minamoto clan and its allies, who fought in the name of the retired 
emperor Go-Shirakawa, nor the Taira clan whose patriarch tried to usurp political power in 
Kyoto, fielded large armies. Skirmishes of several dozen socially elite warriors mounted on 
horses the size of modern ponies shot at each other as foot soldiers engaged each other and 
the riders. Outright death during combat was uncommon in many cases, and life-threatening 
casualties also appear to be low from extent war reports.!° While political instability slightly 
affected the population, as warriors pillaged their way across the landscape to gather 
provisions, population growth between 700 and 1150 was static mostly due to famine and 
weak immunities against infections from the continent. In the early fourteenth century, the 
warrior regime issued an edict that banned warriors from stealing from local people, but even 
this was hardly a ‘law’ in the modern sense and was sometimes ignored if a warrior could 
prove that he was owed a debt from the victims.'° 

Political violence in and around Kyoto and central Japan during the political strife of the 
mid-fourteenth century resulted in more deaths, from collateral damage rather than combat, 
than previous eras in Japanese history. Armies grew to several hundred and even a thousand 
combatants. Famine spread during this same time, but with few reliable sources, as the most 
recent demographer of the medieval period argued, ‘one can only infer a causal relationship 


between famine and war’.!” 


During the Warring States period (mid-fifteenth to late sixteenth centuries), which began 
with the Onin War (1467-77) that nearly destroyed Kyoto, death from warfare grew to its 
highest levels in premodern Japanese history. By the mid-sixteenth century, warlords across 
Japan fought to acquire and retain, territory, filling their armies with commoners and arming 
them with firearms and cannon. No longer small bands of elites on punitive missions, these 


armies could be as large as 50,000. Warfare included high collateral damage from burnt lands 


and burnt-down cities; nonetheless, the population continued to grow.!® 


Civil war ended under the conquerors Oda Nobunaga and Toyotomi Hideyoshi, but the 
largest international war in premodern world history was just beginning. After unifying Japan 
in the early 1590s, Hideyoshi invaded the Korean peninsula with the goal of conquering 
China. In 1592 and again in 1597, his armies clashed with Koreans, and, more significantly, 
the Ming Chinese army. The Japanese and Chinese militaries in Korea each outnumbered 
even the largest European armies at the time, around 100,000 and 120,000, respectively, not 
including Korean armies and guerilla units that may have numbered as high as 80,000. The 
Imjin War, as it was called in Korea, devastated the peninsula, and only ended when 
Hideyoshi died in Japan of natural causes. A third conqueror, Tokugawa Ieyasu, took over as 
hegemon in Japan, securing his rule by finally defeating Hideyoshi’s son in 1615. 

Though not as demographically catastrophic as Japan’s modern wars, the Warring States 
era and the invasion of Korea were marked by examples of brutality. Oda Nobunaga (1534— 
82) decimated Buddhist temples, killing nearly 10,000 clergy and lay followers. Buddhism 
continued to exist, but temples no longer held similar amounts of material wealth or military 
or political prowess as they did before Nobunaga’s onslaught. During the Imjin War, 
Hideyoshi’s armies cut off noses and ears in Korea to take back to Japan as evidence of their 
activities to receive rewards. The brutality of the Warring States period and the Imjin War 
might lead us to believe that medieval Japan was an extremely violent time, just as gory 
anecdotes led Pinker to assert the same about medieval Europe. But neither medieval Japan 


nor medieval Europe, as Sara Butler demonstrates in this volume, seem to have suffered 
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catastrophic population loses from violence. 

What accounts for the relatively little violence in premodern Japan compared to modern 
Japan? Throughout premodern East Asian history, Buddhism influenced elite life. It had been 
integrated into how some states conceived of their ruling ideologies. Like many other 
religions, Buddhism places importance on the sanctity of life, making killing a sin. In Japan, 
compassion and mercy was paired with the concept of ‘reason’ (dori). ‘Compassion’ was a 
term often used in premodern edicts and guides of how to address the handling of crimes on a 
warrior or noble person’s land. Yet, as happened elsewhere throughout the Buddhist world, 
sovereigns used the protection of Buddhism and the state as an excuse to justify violence. 
Buddhist temple complexes also had access to violence specialists. It might appear, then, that 
ideology and group identity, to use Pinker’s argument, were connected to violence. 

But ideology as the horizon of symbols and values that inform daily life, in this case, what 
it meant to be an elite warrior man, the fantasy of combat, could rein in violent behaviour. 


Morten Oxenboell has suggested that warriors learned how to engage in violence by 
consuming famous war tales, fictionalized and performed stories about historical battles. In 
the past, historians used war tales as a source to understand actual combat. Recent 
scholarship, instead, uses war tales not as empirical sources, but to analyse noble elite 
culture, or, as Oxenboell does, to see what warrior men thought of their predecessors, and 
how to think of themselves as warrior men. Namely, war tales functioned as a means of 
enjoying violence as a mediated safe space, glorifying combat as a manly activity, while 
offering a model for how to properly conduct combat. Combat rituals described in war tales, 
such as calling out one’s lineage, might have informed violent activity by warriors of a later 
era. For example, when the Mongols invaded Japan during the thirteenth century, mounted 
Japanese warriors confronted them on the beaches by announcing their names and lineages, 
imitating scenes in war tales.2° Thus, Oxenboell follows a wealth of broader scholarship on 
violence in history that shows how violence is not an inherent trait, but something affected by 
the unapparent influences that inform the ‘common sense’ of everyday life, in this case the 
values of warrior nobility. 


The era of ‘great peace’ 


The last warrior regime in Japanese history, referred to either as the Tokugawa or Edo Period 
(1603-1868), is best known in comparative history for two key features. The first feature is 
its supposed isolation from the rest of the world, voluntarily shutting off from Europe in 
order to curb the influence of Christianity and Europeans who might bring it. The second 
feature is its relative freedom from macro violence. Once the Tokugawa patriarch, Tokugawa 
Ieyasu, consolidated hegemony by winning the Battle of Sekigahara (1600), acquiring the 
title of shogun (1603), and defeated his last rival in a siege at Osaka Castle (1614-15), Japan 
experienced no warfare until the gradual collapse of the regime during the 1860s. A rebellion 
of nearly 10,000 in the southwest, the Shimabara Rebellion (1637-8), ended in about four 
months, after which no such rebellions posed any threat to the regime. Warlords and the 
Tokugawa clan, now ensconced in Edo (Tokyo) as the national hegemon, settled into a 
negotiated peace, free from the endemic warfare of the sixteenth century. The Tokugawa clan 
took much of the credit, deifying Ieyasu, and promoting their success in bringing ‘great peace 
to the land’. 

The phrase ‘the great peace of the land’ (tenka taihei) is doubly ideological. The Tokugawa 
regime used the concept to legitimize its rule, as a political ideology; the phrase ‘great peace’ 
appeared in the titles of atlases, in the language of edicts and in the contemporary histories of 
the period. But it continues to be ideological to this day, as the common knowledge, the 
‘academic consensus’ about Japan, not only for the early modern period but in Japan in 
general. This second ideological deployment is the same one used by Pinker, namely as an 
unacknowledged assumption about history and the present, the ‘unknown knowns’, the 
things that we are not aware that we are aware of, as Zizek once said about how ideology 
operates, appropriating the language from Donald Rumsfeld’s famous ‘unknown’s’ quote. 

On the surface, it seems like the title ‘great peace’ accurately describes the era. Nobody 


invaded Japan, warlords became ‘lords’ and while some commemorated their ancestor’s loss 
to Tokugawa Ieyasu, a kind of early modern Japanese ‘Lost Cause’, no lord revolted against 
the Tokugawa regime. The Tokugawa shogunate acted as the centripetal force; lords lived 
every other year in Edo, while their wives and heirs lived there permanently as hostages 
meant to prevent rebellion. But the 270 or so domains located throughout Japan were 
relatively autonomous; some even drove diplomatic policy with close neighbours, especially 
the Korean kingdom. As long as lords played into the ceremony of deference to the 
shogunate, a government with sympathetic lords as advisers, then they were left to their own 
devices, thus ‘performing the great peace’, as one recent scholar described it.*! 

Warriors were to blame for much of the violence during the Warring States period, but 
during the first half of the seventeenth century, they flooded out of the countryside into their 
local castle town capitals, a trend no doubt welcomed by villagers. Nor could anyone act as 
both warrior and commoner, people had to choose a status, decisions largely unchangeable 
by their descendants. The famous ‘sword hunts’ of a previous hegemon, Toyotomi Hideyoshi, 
continued to be carried out by the Tokugawa regime, removing many weapons from the 
hands of non-warriors. With the means and carriers of violence largely monopolized by the 
regime, macro violence decreased in the countryside, while urbanization increased, especially 
in Edo, a city larger than any European capital. Travel became safer, commerce expanded 
and, as Suda Tsutomu has pointed out, the shogunate encouraged commoners to appeal 
grievances to local authorities rather than killing each other to solve problems — ‘that was the 
wisdom of a society that avoided violence’.?7 

If the strong state is held up as one reason for declining violence, as suggested by historians 
of early modern Japan, so too has the ‘civilizing process’ been used to explain the 
pacification of samurai. The ideal government in premodern East Asian political philosophy 
required a balance between the ‘civil’ and the ‘martial’, with a slight preference for the 
former throughout Chinese and Korean history. Unlike China and Korea, Japan lacked a 
sizeable, purely civilian literati tradition. The civil nobility and clergy served as bureaucrats 
during much of premodern Japanese history, but, beginning in the seventeenth century, 
samurai served in such positions in the many domains and shogunate. Social historian Eiko 
Ikegami argued that warrior identity shifted from notions of honour and pride based on 
martial violence to one of self-control and education, from warrior to literate man. Ceremony 
had long been of interest to the most elite warriors; now even lowly warrior men were 
expected to know the basics. The state criminalized any form of personal fighting, including 
duelling, outlawed suicide upon the death of ones lord (junshi) and generally ‘tamed’ the 
samurai.*? One samurai pundit of the early eighteenth century even complained of younger 
warriors, ‘So many men now seem to have the pulse of a woman’.** Surely Pinker would 
approve of this feminization. 

Complaints by older samurai, that the samurai of the ever-changing ‘today’ no longer knew 
what it meant to be a warrior, illustrate the main tension for samurai identity. They spoke to 
the need for violence to be maintained, even if in a restrained manner, as part of the warrior 
status group. Violence could not disappear entirely, but was, instead, proceduralized. 


Although fighting and duelling among samurai were punishable by death, regardless of the 
cause 0 r who initiated the fight, a samurai had the right to cut down an offensive non- 
samurai, kill an adulterous wife and her lover, or avenge one’s murdered father or uncle if 
one applied through local bureaucratic channels, gathered witnesses and received written 
permission to kill. The infamous ‘ritual suicide’ (seppuku) style of execution became 
institutionalized and was reserved for samurai alone. Even it became more civilized, shifting 
from actual disembowelment in the seventeenth century, to a simple gesture, reaching out for 
a short sword or a fan, that signalled an executor to cut off the head. By the end of the 
Tokugawa period, Ikegami asserts, ‘the direct connection between samurai honor and the 
exercise of violence was gradually weakened, and a new ethic of the samurai as law-abiding 


“organizational men” had clearly emerged’.*° 

Growing disorder and violence occurred as the samurai became ever increasingly ‘tamed’, 
grotesque punishments receded from view and notions of benevolence prevailed. In other 
words, when thinking about ‘taming’ or ‘civilizing’ we would need to ask who is being tamed 
in the civilizing process; and, depending on how one defines ‘violence’, did Europe, or in this 
case, Japan, really experience less violence despite the surface appearance of more ‘civilized’ 
behaviour and the lack of ‘war’? Moreover, were people in Europe so violent before the 
civilizing process? And, similarly, were samurai emotionally so aggressive, and informed by 
an honour that demanded violence, that they needed taming in the first place? The ‘era of 
peace’ argument might simply misrecognize the ideological claims of the Tokugawa regime 
that promoted itself as a bringer of peace, overemphasizing the barbaric nature of pre- 


Tokugawa warriors.2° The Tokugawa samurai might have been more violent than their 
predecessors despite the lack of macro violence. Even Ikegami’s example of a typical low- 
ranking warrior, a relatively poor samurai named Bunzaemon who led a tame life, ‘never 
failed to write in his journal the talk of the town, all the local murders, love suicides, crimes 


of passion, and sexual scandals or acts of revenge. He also looked forward to testing his 


sword on corpses as part of his sword training’ .*’ 


Nor was it unusual, throughout the seventeenth century, that the educational ‘scaffolding’ 
for a teenage samurai included killing stray dogs, then practising sword skills on a criminal. 


Refusing to behead a criminal was seen as cowardice, and, in one chilling example, a samurai 


author ‘vouched that beheading a fellow human being produced a pleasant feeling’.7® 


Another writer, from the eighteenth century reflecting on the seventeenth century, noted that 
lowly aides or valets guilty of an offence presented samurai with opportunities to test their 
blades by conducting executions in the privacy of their own homes, but that such practices 


were either no longer maintained ‘or else lords have become more benevolent and the old 
customs have died out’.?° 

The strong state might have led to decline in macro violence among the warriors, but even 
without a European Enlightenment the state also reduced both the intensity and the frequency 
of the most violent of punishments. As Daniel Botsman has shown, gory executions and 
grizzly torture gradually disappeared by the end of the seventeenth century, and those that 


remained were conducted out of sight. What is often forgotten in Norbert’s Elias’ account of 


the public disappearance of torture and punishment is not due to people no longer supporting 
violence, but simply not wanting to see it. As Barry Vaughn eloquently states it, Elias ‘does 
not associate the onset of civilization with the extinction of violence, merely its occlusion’.*° 

If there was a decrease in certain forms of violence during early modern Japanese history, 
they occurred before interaction with the West. From the seventeenth century onwards, long 
before influence from Western penal reforms, evidence shows that the warrior regime taught 
officers and jailers to be compassionate rather than abuse, refrained from torturing pregnant 
women, and never executed children for murder.*! Buddhist and Confucian notions of virtue, 
propriety, benevolence and mercy influenced the state’s behaviour during the process of 
imprisonment and punishment, but those same ideals led the regime to display beheaded 
heads, signalling to people that it was doing its duty to protect the people, in what Botsman 
calls ‘bloody benevolence’. It was exactly in the name of humanity, benevolence and the 
concern for maintaining stability that, in the capital city Edo, the shogunate displayed heads 
as ‘bodies as signs’ for those passing in and out of the city. In other words, the regime’s 
political ideology, as pacifiers of the realm, used violence to demonstrate the good that it was 
doing, just as modern states use violent incarceration practices to show citizens that the state 
is doing its job to project the people. 

Early modern Japan seems to earn the epithet ‘era of great peace’. But a pitfall of ‘the era 
of peace’ notion is that it usually referred to a peace among warriors through a lack of war; 
but what about everyone else? Urbanization led to economic dynamism, but in Edo, gangs of 
unemployed samurai attacked commoners for sport, and commoners formed gangs to 
retaliate; one scholar suggested that, until the eighteenth century, perhaps only the city of 
Osaka deserved the appellation ‘pax Tokugawa’.** Another historian highlights the over 
3,000 recorded peasants uprisings, two major insurrections and a couple of failed attempts to 
overthrow the shogunate, making this era seem ‘anything but two and a half centuries of 
peace’.*° Peasants who participated in uprisings typically did not target people and only 
sometimes destroyed property. They often amounted to little more than marches, nor were 
they ‘revolutionary’ in nature. But the frequency and degree of violence increased over time, 
from a low of 5.3 uprisings a year between 1590 and 1720, to nearly 24.4 a year from 1830 to 
1871.°* From the late eighteenth century onwards, those uprisings did not conform to the 
accepted norms, in which people were not harmed, but included personal assault, theft and 
arson. Instead of carrying farm tools as symbols of their status during uprisings, rather than 
as weapons, they now carried staves and swords. These new ‘evil bands’ (akuto), as they 
were called by rural folk, were comprised of young, disaffected men, who often organized 
themselves through semi-formal ‘youth groups’, originally meant to help rural society by 
planning and carrying out festivals, working on local public projects and acting as conflict 
mediators. They turned much of their ire against local authorities during times of economic 
hardship.*° Both the degree and severity of these uprisings were caused by macro-structural 
changes in the economy; even as greater wealth was concentrated in the hands of merchants, 
greater insecurity led to violence among the poor. In other words, even if we accept that 


greater ‘civilizing’ occurred, and self-control pacified some people, structural ‘gentle 
commerce’ is always ungentle for someone else. Moreover, as Suda Tsutomu argues, it was 
not collective identity that contributed to this violence, contra-Pinker, who celebrates the 
individual over the group in the spread of non-violence, but the breakdown of the collective 
that characterized this phenomenon — individuals looked to help themselves ahead of the 
group.°° 

Indeed, youth violence persisted throughout the Tokugawa period. Contemporary observers 
noted that children engaged in large-scale mock wars, numbering several hundred at a time. 
They armed themselves with bamboo spears and challenged each other to fight. During the 
early nineteenth century, several such child ‘wars’ broke out in Edo. Similar to the uprisings, 
the increase in frequency and intensity of youth violence — ‘an age of malevolent youth’, as 
one scholar dubbed it — as best can be determined, coincided with disorder, natural disaster 
and economic woe that began during the 1890s.°” We have no statistics about the population 
effects of such violence, whether or not these events led to a significant decrease in the 
population or inhibited population growth, but violence against infants — infanticide — was 
high enough in at least northeastern Japan to drastically affect population decline during the 
worst decades.*° Nonetheless, what accounts for these seeming bursts of violence out of 
nowhere? Tokugawa Japan experienced increasing monetization and commercialization that 
benefitted the non-warrior wealthy elite. Yet economic gains for entrepreneurs did not 
translate into greater political participation. Moreover, every economic gain for one small 
group also included many economic losers: disaffected, underemployed youth with few 
opportunities. At the political top, a warrior hereditary caste, however tame they might have 
been, owed its existence to a violent past. That violence was celebrated in popular culture 
and could be appropriated by anyone to justify their resistance against the existing order. 

The shift away from a bloodier seventeenth-century world began under the reign of the fifth 
shogun, Tokugawa Tsunayoshi (r. 1680-1709). Later, he was ridiculed for his ‘laws of 
compassion’, in which the harming of animals, especially stray dogs that had become a 
nuisance in Edo, was punishable by death. Kennels for the tens of thousands of dogs, paid for 
by Edo citizens, earned him the name ‘dog shogun’. The laws also extended to 
compassionate treatment of humans. Ultimately, the laws were too strictly enforced, no doubt 
expensive and unmanageable, and repealed immediately after his reign. In general, though, 
he tried to shift the martial—civil culture dyad more towards the side of culture. He cracked 
down on warrior behaviour, issuing new taxes, debasing coins and carrying out other 
reforms, ushering in a time of economic well-being and cultural flowering. At least one 
Confucian scholar lamented that during Tsunayoshi’s time the killing of an offensive 
commoner on sight had become rare and that it had ‘become fashionable to quibble that 
killing people is inhumane’ .°? 

The accepted narrative about early modern Japan is that the era of peace ended during the 
nineteenth century. A series of interconnected events originated from inside and outside of 
Japan; Westerners, with the United States as the antagonist, forced unequal treaties upon the 
Japanese after several centuries of little contact with the West, subsequent anger towards the 


Tokugawa shogunate because of the treaties, newfound loyalist feelings towards the imperial 
institution, succession disputes within the Tokugawa clan, and natural disasters and economic 
woe, all culminated in an outbreak of domain civil wars, uprisings and assassinations. The 
Tokugawa shogunate collapsed in 1868, and resistance to the armies that fought in the name 
of the young Meiji emperor continued into 1869 (the Boshin War). The number of those 
killed in this Meiji Restoration era are unclear, but amount to around 30,000. 


The Meiji Restor ation 


Slavoj Zizek, commenting upon the historiography of the French Revolution, wrote that no 
matter the political view, there is always a desire to explain away violence. On the 
conservative side, violence is seen as simply an anomaly on the march towards democracy, 
while liberals want to downplay violence altogether; ‘everyone wants 1789 without 1793’, 
just as people want coffee without the caffeine or chocolate without the sugar.*° There is a 
similar attitude about the Meiji Restoration. A 2016 exhibition at the Edo-Tokyo museum 
that featured a famous samurai artist and swordsman, Yamaoka Tesshi, highlighted his role 
in the ‘bloodless surrender of the Edo Castle’, a slogan often used to characterize the Meiji 
Restoration as relatively non-violent or smooth. Historians typically characterize the Meiji 
Restoration as relatively bloodless compared to the French Revolution, a common 
description when comparing the Meiji Restoration to other foundational events in modern 
history. Not surprisingly, Japanese politicians often celebrate the Meiji Restoration in positive 
terms, such as during the 100th anniversary in 1968, when, as Toyama Shigeki noted, 
politicians hoped that the centennial would reinvigorate patriotism among young people by 
showing them the Meiji energy that contributed to Japan’s success.*! In other words, a 
Japanese version of Zizek’s observation might be that people want 1889, the promulgation of 
the Meiji Constitution, without 1869. 

This second ideological deployment of ‘great peace’ began shortly after the Boshin War, in 
1872, during the Iwakura Embassy to the West. Ito Hirobumi, one of the most powerful Meiji 
oligarchs, told an audience in San Francisco, 


Within a year a feudal system, firmly established centuries ago, has been completely 
abolished, without firing a gun or shedding a drop of blood. These wonderful results have 
been accomplished by the united action of a government and people, now pressing jointly 
forward in the peaceful paths of progress. What country in the middle ages broke down its 
feudal system without war? 


Just like the Tokugawa ‘era of peace’, this new depiction of a uniquely peaceful Japan hides 
an undercurrent of ideological violence that shows up in unexpected bursts. Regardless how 
relatively peaceful the Boshin War might have been, what has been unresolved was the 
watrior fantasy that led to even more macro violence throughout the latter half of the 
nineteenth century. 

An example of violence that seems to come from nowhere is best illustrated by an incident 


concerning the young and hopeful Mori Arinori, samurai member of the newly formed 
‘deliberative assembly’, a group entirely comprised of samurai created to usher in a new 
modern government. In 1869, he proposed to the assembly that swords no longer be carried 
in public by anyone but police, military and government officials. The official who 
introduced the bill noted, with hesitation no doubt, that Mori simply wanted to point out that 
changes in government or law were not enough and that the very core of the people needed to 
be changed. 

The reaction against Mori’s proposal was swift and harsh. He was dismissed from the 
assembly, and had his rank demoted and his life threatened. Less well known is the 
assembly’s debate about seppuku. More time was spent debating whether it should be 
abolished than on how to interact with Western countries (it was voted down 200 to 3). The 
elimination of the last vestiges of warrior identity, totems that anchored their internal sense of 
self for the samurai, fed into a series of violent conflicts that culminated in the Rebellion of 
the Southwest (1877). The Meiji Restoration hero and emperor-loyalist Saigo Takamori 
wanted the fledgling government to defend the country’s honour by forcing the Korean 
kingdom to recognize the new role of the Meiji emperor. The oligarchs rejected him. His 
followers, many samurai who wanted to preserve the right to wear two swords and maintain 
the distinctive samurai hairstyle, felt betrayed by the oligarchs, themselves now ex-samurai, 
who abolished these privileges. The government, recognizing the threat of warrior fantasies, 
even forbade the type of mass, hundred-child war games that pit a fictive Genji against the 
Heike, as all-too-violent re-enactments of the Gempei War, an overly ‘boyish’ activity that 
had caused problems during the Tokugawa period.*” 

The irony is that honour, which was meant to be interpreted as a pacifying, civilizing 
process, redefined during the Tokugawa period, according to Ikegami, as self-control and 
culture, informed mid-nineteenth civil conflicts among the warrior status group. Just as they 
felt the need to defend the honour of the emperor, on the one side, or the Tokugawa 
shogunate on the other, so too did influential leaders argue that Japan needed to defend its 
honour against Korea. These were not, to use Pinker’s phrase, ‘pockets of anarchy that lay 
beyond the reach of government [that] retained their violent cultures of honor’; it was, 
putatively, a ‘tamed’ culture of honour that had been part of the core of the warrior- 
dominated government that caused violence. 

No doubt the end of the Meiji Restoration and the Boshin War was welcomed by those 
living in the areas affected by the violence. But as many philosophers throughout the 
twentieth century have argued, like Walter Benjamin, Michel Foucault or Frankfurt School 
thinkers, ‘critical theorists’, as Pinker hopes to scare quote them into oblivion, war does not 
bring an end to violence but merely changes it. ‘Humanity does not gradually progress from 
combat to combat until it arrives at a universal reciprocity . . . humanity installs each of its 
violences in a system of rules and thus proceeds from domination to domination . . . and can 
be bent to any purpose’, noted Foucault. Likewise, Walter Benjamin, who lived and died 
under fascism, reminds us, “There is no document of civilization which is not at the same 
time a document of barbarism. And just as such a document is not free of barbarism, 


barbarism taints also the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to another.’“? 
Promises in the Charter Oath (1868) to rid Japan of the ‘evil customs of the past’, to ‘seek 
knowledge . . . to strengthen imperial rule’, in addition to allowing people of all classes to 
pursue their own trade, and promises of a representative government, entered public 
discourse and found their way into the Imperial Rescript on Education (1890) and the 
constitution. Although good things certainly came from these documents, the emphasis on 
the emperor, the open question about wh o was allowed to participate in government and in 
what capacities, and the issue of how a government eliminates ‘evil customs’, all speak to 
Benjamin’s insight on the dark side of every progressive move forward. 


The era of imperialism 


The end of the warrior regime and the growth of an oligarchy, with pseudo representative 
government, incorporated new notions of hygiene, government reform, commercial 
development and international cooperation with the Western powers. Intellectuals tried to 
convince citizens to respect the emperor, cooperate with the government, reform their 
attitudes towards gender relations, control the self and replace premodern spirits with 
science, ideas encapsulated in the Meiji era (1868-1912) slogan ‘Civilization and 
Enlightenment’. Public intellectuals like Fukuzawa Yukichi, who looked to the life and 
thought of Benjamin Franklin for inspiration, used the phrase to promote Western-style 
scientific inquiry and political liberalism. The concept was behind many Meiji period 
reforms, for example the impetus for penal reform stemmed from a desire to renegotiate 
unequal treaties that had been founded on Western views of Japan’s uncivilized punishments. 
In civilizing Japan with more humane punishments, the Meiji oligarchs hoped to raise its 
status as a fellow civilized nation in the eyes of the Western powers. 

The most significant change in what we might call ‘modernity’s violence’ was its 
invisibility, masked by notions of scientific, bureaucratic and economic progress. Zizek 
described this dynamic as the interaction between ‘subjective violence’, which is visible and 
has an obvious agent (an army, a terrorist, a murder), and an ‘objective’, systemic and 
symbolic violence which is invisible yet is the root cause of subjective violence.** We can 
well imagine how this operates even now. A Western-based corporation needs raw materials 
from a non-Western country; it appropriates land directly, or benefits from land indirectly by 
purchasing materials from a company based in the target country. Land is taken from local 
people legally, bulldozed for use in providing raw materials in new (more efficient, 
profitable, etc.) supply chains, with any resistance from local people brutally oppressed. 
Subjective violence highlights either the violent, ‘terroristic’ resistance of locals or their 
violent repression by the non-Western government. What is ignored is the objective violence 
of the Western corporation on behalf of which all of the subjective violence occurs. 

The systemic violence is always ideological and historical; it announces bad guys and good 
guys even if an ideologue is unaware of it. This is how Pinker operates: ‘communism’ is 
blamed for atrocities throughout the twentieth century, while capitalism (‘gentle commerce’) 


is celebrated as a counter to violence. The suffering of Indian textile workers or Chinese 
factory labour never enters Pinker’s calculous of violence, nor are deaths from industrial 
pollution, such as the 1984 Bhopal gas accident caused by Union Carbide in India, which are 
as calculable as mortality from warfare, or the connection between imperialism and 
capitalism. Pinker is partly correct to point out that a leader’s bellicose ambitions, and, by 
implication, macro violence, in a market economy, ‘is constrained by stakeholders who 
control the means of production and who might oppose a disruption of international trade 
that’s bad for business’. The stakeholders who control the means of production constrain the 
leader and his government, preventing violence to their disruptions of trade, but they support 
violence when seeking sources of raw materials and cheap labour. 

Thus, the early Meiji oligarchs, looking to the West as a model, understood the connection 
between capitalism and violence — ‘rich nation, strong military’ became another popular 
slogan. The government removed legal and labour impediments to heavy industry, and, in 
return, heavy industry (mining, steel, ships) supplied the state with the means for building a 
military. Light industry spread throughout the countryside, in fine Ayn Randian fashion, 
unfettered by regulations. Predictably, salaries for silk mill workers, mostly girls and women, 
plummeted. Many labourers lived as indentured servants and received no pay at all. 
Unhealthy conditions during the daytime led to higher-than-normative rates of death from 
respiratory diseases like tuberculosis. They spent long nights locked in dormitories. On the 
military side, Otto von Bismarck warmed the Japanese oligarchs about the empty meaning of 
law without the violence to support it: ‘If the law of nations contained in it an advantage for 
them, the powerful would apply the law of nations to the letter, but when it lacked attraction, 
the law of nations was jettisoned, and military might employed, regardless of tactics.’ 

The concepts behind these two slogans also informed Japan’s imperial expansion. First, in 
the invasion of Taiwan (1874), Japan launched a punitive expedition against Taiwanese 
natives who attacked Ryukyuan fishermen. The government depicted this colonial moment as 
an act of ‘civilizing’ the Taiwanese aborigines.*° Second, and more devastating, capitalism 
and its attending notions of scientific efficiency and profit killed millions of Chinese in 
addition to those killed in the subjective violence of warfare. It was not only ethnic pride, 
nationalism or racism that facilitated violence by Japan against the Chinese; it was also the 
logic of capitalism. Migrant workers on transport ships in China were listed alongside 
‘soybeans and light machinery’, rather than with passengers or crew.*’ At least 10,000 
Chinese died in Japanese-run mines in China; conditions were only slightly better for miners 
in Japan. But the worst offenders might have been pharmaceutical companies. They profited 
from morphine sales to Europeans during the First World War, but had to legalize it in Korea 
after the war in order to keep profits high, creating 100,000 Korean addicts.*® The situation 
was worse in Japan’s puppet state, Manchukuo, where 5 million Chinese were addicted to 
drugs, and a little over half of all revenue came from drug sales.*? Opium addicts were 
arrested, given amphetamines by the Manchukuo Welfare Ministry, and then sent to work to 


death in Japanese factories, all in the name of scientific development.°” Lest we dismiss this 


as simply part of wartime violence, recent research points to the connection between the 
government, big business and opioid deaths even in the United States.°! 

Violence and deaths from more obvious sources, warfare, are slightly easier to calculate. 
First, warfare had been endemic to Japan’s imperial legacy. Japan fought the Qing dynasty in 
the Sino-Japanese War (1894—5), taking control of Taiwan, and then engaged Russia in the 
Russo-Japanese War (1904—5) gaining control of Korea, first as a protectorate, and then as a 
colony (1910). The Sino-Japanese War only lasted six months before China capitulated, and 
the death toll was small compared to other events; approximately 15,000 died of fighting, 
wounds and disease. The Russo-Japanese War was much deadlier, with a total combatant 
mortality of 150,000 and nearly 20,000 civilians killed. 

These first two modern international wars in East Asia established a foundation for Japan’s 
growing empire and set the stage for the Asia-Pacific War. Japan’s military, industrial and 
commercial interests grew throughout the Korean peninsula into northern China before the 
Great Depression. Railroads were key to this expansion, especially the South Manchurian 
Railroad Company, which, despite its name, operated a number of businesses including 
hotels, mills, warehouses and chemical research and development. The Japanese military had 
branches in both northern China and Korea to protect its businesses and civilians. Rampant 
warlordism in northern China contributed to the chaos, with some warlords aiding or fighting 
the Japanese in China, or both. The Japanese army in northern China, the Kwangtung army, 
assassinated one warlord and also faked an attack on Japan’s railroad in order to pre-empt an 
invasion. Japan installed the last Qing emperor as a leader of a puppet state called 
Manchukou. This set off the second Sino-Japanese War (1937-45). 

The death tolls in the second Sino-Japanese War in Japan and China, including civilians, is 
difficult to measure. Numbers range from 20 million on the Chinese side, including those 
wounded but not killed, to as many as 35 million according to Chinese sources. Numbers 
were slightly more than 1.5 million on the Japan side. This does not include the over 90 
million refugees, or those who died serving the Japanese empire in factories. Nor does it 
convey how Enlightenment values operating during this violence, namely social Darwinism, 
and efficient Fordist approaches to industries led to their death. 

Article nine of the post-war constitution restrains any military ambitions that Japan might 
have, although that article was already being challenged by geopolitical interests shortly after 
it was written. The United States wanted Japan to rebuild its military to counter the rise of 
communism in East Asia. The self-defence forces were a legalistic compromise; it has the 
appearance of an army, navy and air force, but is technically not a ‘military’, nor does it 
engage in combat abroad. 

But many conservatives in Japan want to change the constitution to free their self-defence 
force from any legal constraints and thus become what they call a ‘normal country’. This 
might be a theme that ties together the threads of premodern, early modern and modern 
Japan, and perhaps, by extension, the world itself — a state’s potential use of violence is the 
normal state of things. But states never use violence, whether through its penal system, police 
force or military, without some ideology, visible or otherwise, that justifies its use. 


Conclusion 


In this brief outline of violence throughout Japanese history, and, to a lesser extent, modern 
East Asian history, I hoped to point out several problems inherent with the Pinker thesis 
regarding two issues: first, the desire to show a linear trend from an extremely violent past to 
a less violent modern, present; second, the flaws in the assumptions about how history 
functions as a discipline of thought and argumentation. 

Regarding the putatively violent past, there just is not enough reliable information to assert 
with authority precisely how violent the prehistorical, ancient and medieval periods were. 
What little information that exists suggests that the premodern period was not as violent as it 
might seem. Moreover, anecdotes are not a good substitute for statistical evidence. For 
example, as horrible as the attack on the Buddhist temples and monasteries might have been, 
we really can never be certain how many people were killed. The same can be said of Imjin 
War or, unexplored in this chapter, the An Lushan rebellion (755-63) in China that 
supposedly resulted in up to an unlikely 36 million people killed. 

In the case of Japan, the spikes in violence certainly seem non-linear. Before the 
seventeenth century, the waxing and waning of macro violence suggests that forces beyond 
notions of humanity, freedom and other such ‘better angels’ caused violent events. And when 
an ‘era of peace’ seemed to occur during the Tokugawa period, there was no Enlightenment 
streaming out of the European centre towards the non-European periphery. Marco violence in 
Japan declined compared to the Warring States period that preceded the ‘era of peace’, but a 
usefully ambiguous, negotiated peace existed between the warlords-turned-lords and the 
Tokugawa regime that led to stability, on the one hand, and the notions of benevolence and 
virtuous rule that led to creation of more peaceful bureaucracies on the other. Even so, if we 
include peasant uprisings and urban violence, in some way, the Tokugawa period might have 
been more violent than the centuries before it, including even the Warring States period. And 
like the Enlightenment values in Europe, notions of benevolence and virtue could, indeed, 
justify violence. 

Like the Pinker thesis, notions of the always-already peaceful Tokugawa Japan, is clouded 
by ideology. It is probably no accident that Tokugawa Japan, often described as isolated in 
addition to being peaceful, is called ‘early modern’ Japan, in a state of bringing to the world a 
uniquely unique people and culture subjected to decidedly un-Enlightened militarists who 
brought Japan and East Asia into war. No, violence is part of modernity just as much as 
iPhone and freedom of speech. To claim that the Enlightenment, a time of ‘almost modern’, 
brings with it only good things cannot logically be true. 
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British imperial violence and the Middle East 


Caroline Elkins 


By the summer of 1938, the Arab Revolt in Mandatory Palestine had been raging for some 
two years and Britain had lost control of the situation. Both sides of the imperial divide 
terrorized Arab villagers, and the rebels dominated the countryside where they destroyed vast 
swaths of Palestine’s infrastructure. As Britain scrambled to reassemble a new leadership 
cadre to take charge and crush the rebellion once and for all, a lone intelligence officer, 
Captain Orde Wingate, stepped forward with an idea to ‘terrorize the terrorists . . . [to] catch 
them and just wipe them out’.! Officials at the highest level endorsed Wingate’s brainchild — 
the Special Night Squads — and with it the plan ‘[t]o set up a system and undetected 
movement of troops and police by night, across country and into villages, surprising gangs, 
restoring confidence to peasants, and gaining government control of rural areas’.* For 
Wingate and his superior officers, translating Britain’s superior ‘national character’ and 
prowess in training and natural aggression into a highly disciplined counterterror operation 
with the single goal of wiping out Arab rebels was the key to re-establishing British colonial 
control. 

Wingate’s Third Force took its brand of counterterrorism straight to the heart of the Arab 
villages. The Special Night Squads soon earned their legendary status when body counts and 
repression were the barometers for success. On their captain’s orders, Wingate’s men 
preferred inflicting bodily harm with blood-staining and dismembering bayonets and bombs 
rather than bullets; their leader’s ‘morality of punishment’ also inspired them.? Reprisals 
became part of the Squads’ repertoire, with oil-soaked sand stuffed into the mouths of 
uncooperative Arabs. Wingate boasted how ‘anyone hanging about the line for an unlawful 
purpose was liable swiftly and silently to vanish away’ .* 

Britain’s empire would become as renowned for creating civil wars as they would be for 
leaving them in its wake, and Palestine was no exception. The Special Night Squads would 
become a training ground for future Jewish insurgents, both against Britain and eventually 
the Arab population. So, too, did the Squads embrace a wide swath of British security forces, 
some of whom, like Corporal Fred Howbrook and Lieutenant Rex King-Clark, were 
professional soldiers trained to kill.° Others, when the Special Night Squads expanded, were 
like the inexperienced, job-seeking Sydney Burr, who, on a policing contract in Palestine, 


only knew Arabs as ‘wogs’ and casually recounted at the time how ‘most of the information 
we get is extracted by third degree methods, it is the only way with these people’.° Many of 
these men were young, rough and ready recruits who were steeped in the Black and Tan 
traditions that suffused the Palestine Police Force after many within the Irish forces took up 
posts in the Mandate after 1922. 

From the start, Arab politicians, including the president of the Palestine Arab Delegation to 
the League of Nations, Jamal al-Husayni, as well as European missionaries, local colonial 
officials, residents of Palestine, and military and police personnel documented Britain’s 
repressive measures targeted primarily at the Palestinian Arab population — measures that 
were embraced not only by Special Night Squads but also at every level of British military, 
policing and colonial administrations.’ Accounts of torture and humiliation, murder and 
systemized suffering were privately brought to Britain’s successive high commissioners in 
Palestine, as well as to the Archbishop of the Anglican Church and Britain’s War and 
Colonial Offices.® A common refrain emerged as official responses rebounded in liberalism’s 
echo chamber of denials — denials well-rehearsed in previous imperial dramas. In this 
instance, such lies and exaggerations, according to myriad British officials, were the 
handiwork of Arab propagandists, fuelled in no small way by the opportunistic inveigling of 
Europe’s rising fascist tide that sought to discredit the good name of Britain and its empire.? 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s Cabinet went so far as to dismiss the flow of 
allegations from Palestine as ‘absolutely baseless’, and declared that ‘the character of the 
British soldier is too well known to require vindication’ .'° 

Still, al-Husayni persisted and appealed to t he League of Nations. Gesturing to the 
situation’s gravity through historical analogy, he wrote: 


Such atrocities of the dark ages, to which the human race, nowadays, look back with disgust 
and horror, of torturing men during criminal investigation and assaulting peaceful people 
and destroying their properties wholesale when peacefully lying within their homes are 
actions that have daily been perpetrated in the Holy Land during the greater part of the last 


three years.!! 


The letter’s analogous flair then gave way to specificity. Among other excesses, al-Husayni 
described the ‘scorching’ of body parts with ‘hot iron rods’, ‘severe beating with lashes’, the 
‘pulling out [of] nails and scorching the skin under them by special appliances’ and the 
‘pulling of the sexual organs’. He detailed the British forces’ widespread ransacking and 
looting of homes, summary executions, disappearances, the denial of food and water to 
innocent civilians, the rape of women and girls, and the destruction of livestock. The 
diplomat then closed his appeal, reminding the League that, ‘if the Mandatory [power of 
Britain] is innocent of these excesses then our demand for a neutral enquiry should be 
welcomed by all concerned’.! 

While the outcome of al-Husayni’s appeal hung in an international balance weighted by the 
realpolitik of fascism’s advances, so too was it calibrated within liberalism’s framework of 


permissible norms. These norms did not spring from Europe’s pressing exigencies of the late 
1930s, but rather were deeply rooted in the long durée of liberal imperialism’s spread, 
particularly in Britain and its empire. There, stretching back before the Victorian era, 
conceptions of brown and Black subjects, the justifications for — if not the necessity of — 
violence and moral claims to a superior civilization created a tapestry of ideas that found 
expression in colonial administrations, imperial security forces, enabling legal scaffoldings, 
policies of divide and rule, and nationalist conceptions of Britain and the benevolent myths 
that belied them. So, too, did they find expression in the League’s Permanent Mandate’s 
Commission, which was as much a reflection of liberal imperialism’s agenda as it was an 
oversight agent for its alleged transgressions. 

The degree to which al-Husayni was aware of the mutually informing ideological, political 
and structural forces working against him is uncertain. Even so, this skilled and measured 
diplomat surely had some inclination of the ways in which interwar Palestine was a cauldron 
of ideas, institutions and personalities that had been incubated elsewhere in the imperial 
world. This world was one in which violence, even in its most severe forms, had evolved into 
a framework that was not simply justificatory but was also internalized by many of those 
wielding power, from the highest reaches of decision-making to the lowest levels of 
execution, as de rigueur. 

By the eve of the Second World War, it was in Mandatory Palestine where decades of 
liberal imperialist ideas and practices that had matured across vast swaths of the British 
Empire would descend and consolidate in the most dramatic and consequential of ways. The 
reach and impact of these ideas and practices, as well as the individuals executing them, 
would extend well beyond al-Husayni’s Palestine and the League’s pending response to the 
repressive watermarks staining the Mandate’s files to a post-Second World War future where 
Britain would systematically deploy violence — normalized over decades, if not centuries — in 
its last-gasp effort to hang onto empire and secure a place in the New World Order. 

In the case of Palestine, and indeed much of the twentieth-century Anglo-colonial world, 
British liberalism gave rise to a framework of permissible norms and logics of violence in 
empire that myriad scholars often misunderstand, if they examine it at all. When Steven 
Pinker suggests that violence was on the decline and humanitarianism on the rise in the 
twentieth century, he offers the myth of British imperial benevolence, an academic fillip that 
can scarcely withstand empirical scrutiny. Pinker ignores copious amounts of historical 
evidence, including countless files documenting Britain’s creation and deployment of violent 
repression in 1930s Palestine and elsewhere in the empire, not to mention the lived 
experiences of hundreds of millions of Black and brown people, some of whom offer detailed 
accounts of systematic violence throughout the twentieth-century British imperial world 
through memoirs, appeals to British and international commissions, letters to Colonial Office 
and newspaper articles, among other sources. 

Had Pinker interrogated fully violence in the British Empire, and with it my 2005 
publication, Imperial Reckoning: The Untold Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya, he would 
have been aware of the systemized violence that Britain deployed during the Mau Mau 


Emergency in colonial Kenya.'’ He might also, at a minimum, have gestured to the 
connections between 1950s Kenya and other theatres of British imperial violence such as 
those in Palestine, both before and after the Second World War. Had he widened his aperture, 
he might have located the genesis of twentieth-century British colonial violence in two 
processes — the birth of liberal imperialism and the evolution of legalized lawlessness in the 
empire. Together, they provided the ideological and legal apparatuses necessary for Britain’s 
repeated deployment of systematized violence in far-flung corners of the globe. 

Put another way, liberal imperialism, or the twinned birthing of liberalism and imperialism 
in the nineteenth century gave rise to liberal authoritarianism. In turn, this ideology, which 
underpinned Britain’s civilizing mission, took form in various enabling legal scaffoldings, 
which included the evolution of martial law into emergency regulations, or statutory martial 
law, as well as the parallel consolidation of military doctrine and law around the issues of 
force. These reinforcing processes unfolded from the turn of the nineteenth century and 
continued through the interwar period into the era of decolonization after the Second World 
War. On the ground, various forms of systemized violence evolved in Sudan and the South 
African War, then the Easter Rising in Ireland, Amritsar, the evolution of air control in Iraq, 
the Egyptian uprising, the Irish War of Independence, the ongoing acts of revolutionary 
violence in Bengal, Western Wall violence and the Arab Revolt, where their coalesce and 
maturity created particular, British imperial-inspired forms of legalized lawlessness. Once 
crystalized, it’s hardly surprising that these same policies and practices — often tran sferred 
from one hot spot to the next by shared cadres of colonial and military officers and footmen — 
unfolded in the late 1940s and 1950s on massive scales in colonies like Malaya, Kenya and 
Cyprus. There, detention without trial, torture, forced labour and starvation became routine 
tactics in suppressing the so-called terrorists demanding their independence from British 
colonial rule. 

Locating the ideological framework for systematized violence in the British Empire takes 
us back to the nineteenth century. The extension of Britain’s global power and domination 
brought with it history-defining debates about universal principles, free markets, the 
protection of property and rule of law, and, importantly, who was and was not entitled to the 
rights and responsibilities of citizenship. As liberal thought evolved in Europe, it intersected 
with the rise of empires. There was a mutually constitutive relationship between liberalism 
and imperialism that would have profound consequences on British conceptions of liberty, 
progress and governance both at home and abroad.!4 

Defining much of British thought was the categorical assumption that a parochial Western 
liberalism, intrinsically universal, belonged to all people worldwide. Yet, there were deep 
contradictions in the liberal imperial project — contradictions that were increasingly 
understood through a racial lens. John Stuart Mill juxtaposed civilization and barbarism to 
create new ideological idioms. He advocated for a progressive notion of citizenship and a 
narrative of human development that was intimately bound with Britain’s civilizing 
mission.!° Good government in empire had to be adjusted to local ‘stages of civilization’, 
with Mill advocating for a paternalistic form of despotism to tutor empire’s children. 


According to Mill, ‘a civilized government, to be really advantageous to [subject 
populations], will require to be in a considerable degree despotic: one over which they do not 
themselves exercise control, and which imposes a great amount of forcible restraint upon 


their actions.’'° In effect, England had a right, if not responsibility, to rule despotically to 
reform the barbarous populations of the world. 

Universalist ideas gave way to culture and history conditioning human character. In an 
emerging global citizenry, inclusivity would come in stages, if ever. With Britain’s political 


ascendancy over subject populations, Mill declared ‘the same rules of international morality 


do not apply between civilized nations and between civilized nations and barbarians’.' 


While written in the mid-Victorian era, echoes of Mill’s exclusion of ‘barbarians’ from the 
‘international morality’ of the ‘civilized nations’ would resonate in twentieth-century 
justifications and denials of repression, as well as the denial of human rights laws to imperial 


subjects.!° As empire expanded, and subject populations refused to conform to British 
conceptions of progress and civilizing largesse, Mill’s liberal imperialism — which denied 
individual sovereignty to brown and Black peoples around the world, while holding out the 


promise of reform — opened the justificatory door to coercion as an instrument of colonial 


rule.!9 


A series of violent events in empire would harden notions of imperial subjects and their 
rights. The heroic civilizing mission, despite a rhetorical staying power that Pinker’s work so 
ably embraces, would in practice be greatly eviscerated and replaced with a moral 
disillusionment and disavowal of liberalism’s capacity to transform the backward peoples of 
empire, at least in part. In its place would enter a British imperial rule that, while still 
projecting its moral claims of the civilizing mission, accentuated and codified difference, and 
countenanced the threat and deployment of various forms of violence. The Indian Rebellion 
of 1857, followed by the Morant Bay Rebellion in Jamaica and with it the Governor Eyre 
crisis, would precipitate this volte-face. The Anglo-imperial pendulum swung in the 
conservative direction, with the likes of Thomas Carlyle and James Fitzjames Stephen 
leveraging the moment to further authoritarian views on imperial rule. They castigated Mill’s 
‘sentimental liberalism’, which reputedly undermined political stability in the empire and at 
home. For his part, Stephen was relentless, asserting an unapologetic racial superiority and 
advocating for absolute rule in the colonies and, with it the necessity of coercion. As far as 
Mill’s beloved rule of law was concerned — a rule of law important to Pinker’s thesis — James 
Fitzjames Stephen did not hedge, writing, ‘Force is an absolutely essential element of all law 


whatever. Indeed, law is nothing but regulated force subjected to particular conditions and 


directed toward particular objects’.?° 


In retrospect, the liberal in Britain’s liberal authoritarianism is often difficult to discern in 
empire. Initial acts of conquest would give way in the twentieth century to elaborate legal 
codes, the proliferation of police and security forces, circumscriptions on free-market 
economies for the colonized, and administrative apparatuses that marginalized and oppressed 
entire populations while fuelling racial and ethnic divisions within and between them. The 
lived realities of Britain’s burden in the empire would be vastly different from the nation’s 


self-representations, grounded as they were in ah istorical consciousness that was equally as 
deft at collective erasure and creating approbatory versions of the nation’s past as it was in 
disseminating these ideas through liberalism’s official and unofficial channels. 

Had Pinker acknowledged liberalism’s obfuscating abilities, he would have discovered the 
paradox between lived, imperial experiences of the colonized and the laudatory claims of 
Britain’s civilizing mission. Indeed, the power of liberalism’s obfuscations can be traced not 
only in the persistence of British imperial myths in today’s Anglo-popular culture but also in 
scholarly works such as Pinker’s that fail to interrogate the erasures and denials — like those 
put forth during the Arab Revolt — that litter Britain’s colonial past. Nor do these works 
unpack the mutual constitution of liberalism and imperialism, and with it a dominant 
narrative of universal human emancipation, equality, rights and the civilizing mission that 
materialized simultaneously with an underbelly of repression as expressed in evolutionary 
thought, racism, class and sexism, among other things. The privileged media through which 
liberalism would do its work — including bureaucracy, mass media, law, literacy and the 
scholarly academy — became means of emancipation and inclusion, as well as tools of 
repression and obfuscation. 

The evolution of legalized lawlessness, and its co-existence with an evolving military 
doctrine was, in many ways, an epiphenomenon of liberal authoritarianism. Racial and 
cultural difference become institutionalized at every level of executive, legislative and 
judicial rule in the British Empire. That military doctrine also reflected the ‘rule of colonial 
difference’ pervading British discourse, practices and institutions at home and in the empire 
should scarcely be surprising.*! As Britain kept ticking off imperial, small wars and other 
eruptions of violence, its military increasingly considered best practices for dealing with the 
so-called recalcitrant natives, or terrorists, as was often the term. In turn, these practices 
would become part and parcel of the broader institutionalization of violence and were best 
captured in the work of Colonel Charles Callwell, who is a major figure in the study of 
counter-insurgency practices throughout the twentieth century. His Small Wars: Their 
Principles and Practices — originally written in 1896, and updated after he served as a staff 
officer and commander in the South African War — would become the starting point for 
nearly all counter-insurgency theorists and practitioners, even down to the present day.? 
Callwell’s expansive work not only synthesized Britain’s military engagements throughout 
the empire but also drew lessons from French, Spanish, American and Russian campaigns, 
among others. Together, these reference points would provide him with a range of historical 
examples that supported not only the perceived short-term effectiveness of unbridled force 
but also an ideological framework that understood such repressive measures to be a reflection 
of liberalism’s underbelly. 

For Callwell, when European troops were engaged in wars against the ‘uncivilised’ and 
‘savage’ populations of the world, as opposed to civilized armies, a different set of rules were 
needed.*? Callwell pointed to the ‘moral force of civilisation’ underwriting European 


superiority, and the need to teach ‘savage’ peoples ‘a lesson which they will not forget’.74 It 
was not only the strategic advantage of such measures that Callwell endorsed in waging total 


destruction against the enemy. Rather, he emphasized in his treatise the ‘moral effect’ that 
brutality wrought upon ‘uncivilised’ populations, writing: 


[The] object is not only to prove to the opposing force unmistakably which is the stronger, 
but also to inflict punishment on those who have taken up arms... . [The] enemy must be 


made to feel a moral inferiority throughout. . . . [Fanatics and savages] must be thoroughly 


brought to book and cowed or they will rise again.*° 


Callwell’s ‘moral effect’ reflected the military’s ease with fusing the White Man’s Burden 
with battlefield strategies to produce a morality of violence that belied imperial 
confrontations around the globe. At once racist and perversely paternalistic, Callwell’s 
moralistic terms, nonetheless, suggest the ways in which British military doctrine reproduced 
the Victorian-era norms of liberal imperialism, norms that understood the uses of violent 
measures to be a necessary part of ensuring order and civilizing the backward races of the 
world.*° With its binaries of good versus evil framing justifications of violence in the empire, 
liberal imperialism was not simply an exculpatory ideology. It both shaped and reflected self 
and national understandings in parliamentary debates, media outlets, popular culture and 
commemorative acts, among other things. It also shaped military thinking and practices for 
Callwell and many of his successors — from the highest-ranking officials to the ordinary 
soldier — in future colonial conflicts.” In the years ahead, the main issue would be the legal 
and political frameworks necessary to accommodate Callwell’s punitive violence. Once 
conventional warfare methods were jettisoned, ‘It is then that the regular troops’, according 


to Callwell, ‘are forced to resort to cattle lifting and village burning and that the war assumes 


an aspect which may shock the humanitarian’.7® 


Turning historically to empire, there was a parallel evolution of legal and political norms 
that reflected the Britain’s on-the-ground deployment of violence, as articulated in Callwell’s 
treatise. Whereas government by conse nt increasingly defined England, Scotland and Wales 
in the nineteenth century, order was imposed upon Ireland, for example, through a series of 
Insurrection Acts, Habeas Corpus Suspension Acts, and deployments of martial law. When 
these were not sufficient, Coercion Acts were introduced, with measures to control arms, 
provide for special systems of trial, and criminalize oath taking, among other things. At the 
time, the jurist and constitutionalist theorist, Albert Dicey, made clear that the Coercion Acts 
were fully incompatible with the rule of law and the ideals of civil liberties, stating: 


in principle . . . thoroughly vicious . . . [it] in effect gave the Irish executive an unlimited 
power of arrest; it established in them a despotic government. . . . [It] could not be made 
permanent, and applied to the whole United Kingdom without depriving every citizen of 


security for his person freedom.7? 


Ultimately, the acts became the precursors for modern states of emergency whose legal codes 
transferred repressive powers to civilian authorities who, in turn, could declare a state of 
emergency, or the English equivalent of a state of siege. This was distinct from the 
declaration of martial law, and significantly for Ireland and other parts of the empire, little 


under the Coercion Acts conferring emergency-like powers could be questioned in a court of 
30 


law. 

Looking elsewhere in the empire, the Defence of India Act was passed in 1915, and was 
sweeping in its repressive scope. The act enabled India’s executive to pass any regulation to 
secure the public safety and defence of the British Raj. In Bengal alone, some 800 orders 
were put into force, eviscerating civil and political liberties, such as they existed.* When 
Britain turned to arming the civilian state in Ireland with the Easter Rising in 1916, and later 
what became the Irish War of Independence, they did so through a host of highly 
authoritarian acts. Wielding a legally enabled strategy of coercion, Whitehall and its Dublin 
Castle counterpart fuelled a war that quickly descended into an intensified bloodbath of 
killings, reprisals and counter-reprisals. It was also one that witnessed a deployment of both 
military and police forces — including the notorious Black and Tans and Auxiliaries — who 
helped carry out legalized reprisals in the final months of the Irish War of Independence, 
along with a host of other repressive measures, before many of their members moved onto 
Palestine at the war’s end. 

Indeed, returning to the Mandate in the 1930s, the British government undertook a series of 
steps that consolidated decades of legalized lawlessness into a set of emergency powers that 
would become the model for future counter-insurgency campaigns. In 1931, the Palestine 
(Defence) Order in Council was passed and conferred upon the high commissioner a set of 
powers that exceeded any similar legislation to date. Based upon earlier codes in Ireland and 
India, and stretching back to the Irish Act of 1833, the Order in Council empowered the high 
commissioner to declare a state of emergency, and with it issue and amend regulations for 
arrest, detention without trial, censorship, deportation and trial by military courts, among 
other things. With the 1936 Arab general strike, the high commissioner declared a state of 
emergency in Palestine and issued the first of a series of emergency regulations and 
amending orders that included the power to demolish buildings, including villages and 
homes, and the imposition of the death penalty for discharging firearms and sabotaging 
phone and rail lines.*4 

Still, the military wanted more legal coverage to unleash an all-out assault on the Arab 
population. The top brass believed that the emergency regulations were inadequate, 
particularly in relationship to the punitive destruction of property and the unleashing of 
reprisals, which had been permissible in Ireland. After the Colonial Office’s legal minds in 
London fretted, it was determined that martial law as it currently stood would, in fact, be too 
restrictive on the military and the punitive actions of its soldiers as the civil courts were still 
sitting in Palestine, and they could well challenge repressive military actions. In its place 
came the Palestine Martial Law (Defence) Order in Council of 26 September 1936, and 
subsequently a new Palestine (Defence) Order in Council on 18 March 1937. With it, Section 
6 (1) stated the high commissioner: 


[M]Jay make such Regulations . . . as appear to him in his unfettered discretion to be 
necessary or expedient for securing the public safety, the defence of Palestine, the 


maintenance of public order and the suppression of mutiny, rebellion and riot, and for 
maintaining supplies and services essential to the life of the community.*° 


Shades of empire’s Victorian-era past were cast into the Mandate’s present when Stephen’s 
nineteenth-century avowal that ‘law is nothing but regulated force’ was taken to its logical, 
liberal authoritarian conclusion in Palestine. There, the high commissioner, and with him, all 
security forces — including the police and military — could do whatever they liked, which 
included all measures already on the books, as well as the punitive destruction of property, 
trial by military courts without right to appeal, and the sweeping away of any form of judicial 
review. Statutory martial law was now in effect, and when put into practice, army command 
— under the auspices of the high commissioner — would have the upper hand.** The 
legalization of lawlessness — ideologically rooted in the birthing of liberal imperialism, and 
having evolved over decades in various theatres of empire — was now fully matured.*° 

Operating in parallel with Britain’s Colonial Office, the War Office ensured its field officers 
and soldiers a wide berth in defining and implementing the use of force. In 1929, the military 
manual was revised to take the events i n Amritsar into account, though in practice little 
changed. The manual made clear that ‘[t]he existence of an armed insurrection would justify 
the use of any degree of force necessary effectually to meet and cope with the insurrection’, 
and loosely defined ‘collective punishments’, ‘reprisals’ and ‘retributions’ — all of which, 
could well ‘inflict suffering upon innocent individuals . . . land were] indispensable as a last 
resort’.°° Between the military’s own code of conduct, and the civil emergency measures that 
offered legal coverage, Britain’s troops, along with the local police force, operated virtually 
without restraint or fear of prosecution. When the steady stream of complaints and accounts 
of atrocities in late 1930s Palestine piled up on the desks of Palestine’s chief secretary and 
officials back in London’s Colonial and War Offices — where they would similarly amass 
during the multiple end-of-empire wars that shaped and defined the British Empire in the 
1950s — almost nothing, legally, had to be done. In the time ahead, the few cases where 
prosecutions took place, acquittals were more the norm than the exception. 

That aftermath of the Second World War is often viewed as the harbinger for human rights 
regimes; a recasting of humanitarian law in the wake of fascist atrocities perhaps led Pinker 
astray. Certain moments are seared into the historical consciousness of those seeking, 
ultimately, to put forward a facile understanding of the post-Second World War era and its 
relation to violence. One of the most iconic moments unfolded on the 10 December 1948 in 
the grandeur of Paris’ Palais du Trocadero. There, forty-eight out of the United Nations’ fifty- 
eight members, Britain among them, voted in favour of Resolution 217. Newspapers around 
the world heralded the adopted Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) as a turning 
point in history. For its protagonists like the UDHR’s Drafting Committee Chair, Eleanor 
Roosevelt, the Declaration’s thirty articles were the culmination of her husband’s Four 
Freedoms, enshrining as they did universal beliefs in the basic rights of individuals that he 
had championed in Congress before America’s entry into the Second World War. In 
addressing the General Assembly on the eve of the Declaration’s adoption, the former first 


lady spoke to the promises of universal rights, suggesting, ‘[the Declaration] may well 
become the international Magna Carta of all men everywhere. We hope its proclamation by 
the General Assembly will be an event comparable to the proclamation of the Declaration of 
Rights of Man .. . [and] the Bill of Rights by the people of the United States’.°” While she 
carried the human rights torch for her late husband, Roosevelt was far more than a purveyor 
of presidential legacy. There were few at the time who underestimated the committee chair’s 
role in navigating post-war high politics, while also being attuned to the meaning of universal 
rights to the world’s population. ‘Where, after all, do universal human rights begin?’, 
Roosevelt would later ask. To wit she replied: 


In small places, close to home — so close and so small that they cannot be seen on any maps 
of the world. . . . Such are the places where every man, woman, and child seeks equal 
justice, equal opportunity, equal dignity without discrimination. Unless these rights have 
meaning there, they have little meaning anywhere.*® 


To this day, 10 December is celebrated as Human Rights Day, ushering in as it did a new 
article of faith in basic humanity and the need, above all else, to protect inalienable rights 
which are intrinsically possessed, not conferred. 

At the time, the mood in Whitehall was sombre, though scarcely defeatist. While for many 
in its halls individual rights and the civilizing mission’s role in bestowing them incrementally 
to empire’s subjects had changed little, the global esprit de corps was still shifting as a result 
of war and its devastations. In the months leading up to the 10 December vote, British 
mandarins manoeuvred between the Declaration — which like the Charter’s preamble had no 
legal enforcement — and its incipient Covenants which would be to some degree legally 
enforceable. Fortunately for Britain, the Covenants were taking significant negotiation time, 
and were ultimately decoupled from the Declaration leaving one Labour MP, Eric Fletcher, 
incredulous: 


The [UN] charter contemplated that following the last war, some international machinery 
would be set up to define and protect human rights — the four freedoms, in the classic 
phrase of President Roosevelt. . . . It was felt, in the light of the experience of Fascism and 
Nazism, that there was an intimate link between the recognition of human rights and the 
preservation of the peace of the world. 


Fletcher punctuated his concerns with an abiding point: ‘I should regard it as a mere mockery 
and a sham to proceed with a pious declaration which would not be binding and 
enforceable.’*? In the end, that’s precisely what happened, at least in the near term. The 
Colonial Office was characteristically sanguine with the turn of events, with the colonial 
secretary, Arthur Creech Jones, writing, ‘the conclusion of a Covenant and proposals for [its] 
implementation . . . may drag on for some time. From the colonial point of view this 
possibility would not appear to be particularly disadvantageous’.*° 

It would take another three decades for the Covenants to be hammered out and come into 
force, and even then, they would prove nearly as aspirational as the Declaration itself. Still, 


Articles 13, 21 and 25 of the Declaration — freedom of movement, participation in democratic 
government and social security — ‘may be extremely difficult to reconcile’ in the empire, in 
the words of the Colonial Office.*! On this point, Creech Jones was blunt: the UDHR was 
potentially ‘a source of embarrassment’ as far as the empire was concerned.** Regardless, the 
fact that there were no legally binding mechanisms for the Declaration gutted it of much 
moral purpose for those who questioned the very premise of universal rights and rendered it 
at best an article of faith among the faithful. A year after the UDHR’s celebrations had 
receded, Hersch Lauterpacht, Whewell Professor of International Law at Cambridge, and the 
first to write an English-language book advocating international protection of human rights, 
said as much when he lamented: 


At the time of the adopting of the Declaration there was no feeling of embarrassment at the 
incongruity between the enthusiastic acknowledgment of the fundamental character of the 
human rights proclaimed in the Declaration and the refusal to recognize them as a source of 
legal obligation binding in the sphere of conduct — a fact which in itself raises a cardinal 


issue of international morality.*° 


If Lauterpacht was disillusioned with the Declaration’s non-binding nature, the protections 
afforded under the 1949 Geneva Conventions were more heartening to him and other UDHR 
sceptics, at least to those in the Western world. Running in parallel to the Declaration’s 
negotiations, the Geneva Conventions’ impetus and drafting were undertaken to strengthen 
the principles of humanity in war. The human rights moment that took form in the UDHR 
initially intersected with humanitarian law to create a ‘legal-moral alteration’ that moved 
from protecting soldiers’ rights to those of civilians during wartime. This ‘alteration’, 
according to Boyd van Dijk, ‘was partly a result of Allied wartime declarations condemning 
colonial-style counterinsurgency for ‘civilized’ Europeans, which would later boomerang 
back at them’.*4 The earlier Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907, which did not strictly 
outlaw the use of reprisals, hostage taking and collective punishments and did not renounce 
the use of concentration camps, largely protected soldiers from civilians rather than the other 
way around. Moreover, colonial populations, according to international jurists and European 
politicians, were deemed uncivilized and therefore not party to international laws and 
protections during wartime.*° In the interwar years, the International Committee for the Red 
Cross met in Monaco and Tokyo where its delegates crafted a far more capacious set of 
principles — including restrictions on aerial bombardments — to humanize war, though 
European powers rendered both drafts dead on arrival. 

That the Tokyo Draft was resuscitated in the aftermath of the Second World War reflected 
changing, global sentiments towards the rules of war and civilians, civilians like those who 
had been subject to Nazi Germany’s policies that had previously been reserved for colonized 
populations. It was a unique moment in time and Rooseveltian ideas of freedom gained 
traction in spheres beyond the UDHR negotiations. This spilling-over effect was apparent in 
the earliest drafts of the revised and expanded Geneva Conventions where the Norwegian 
jurist, Frede Castberg, among others, looked to apply wartime humanitarian law not just to 


interstate conflicts but also to civil and colonial wars. Such a move was a major departure, 
recognizing as it did universal claims to rights — claims couched in contemporary human 


rights discourse — and placing limitations on European colonizers’ sovereignty in their 


empires.*° 


In the end, however, inveigling by Britain, France and the United States — the former two 
countries bent on protecting their colonial privilege and strict rules of sovereignty, while the 
latter consumed with Cold War concerns — put a permanent redline to any significant human 
rights language or colonial protections in the Geneva Conventions’ final documents. Those 
like Lauterpacht could laud the binding Conventions’ ‘instrument[s] laying down legal rights 
obligations as distinguished from a mere pronouncement of moral principles and ideal 


standards of conduct’.*” Yet, whether these obligations and principles would change in any 
material way counter-insurgency efforts in the colonized world remained an open question. 
Eliminating all reference to universal human rights and replacing earlier draft language 
referring to ‘colonial wars’ with ‘non-international armed conflicts’, the Conventions’ 
signatories also adopted Common Article 3, which, among other things, defined non- 
combatants and those who surrendered. The article also put forth their protections which 
included the prohibition, ‘at any time and in any place whatsoever’ of ‘violence to life and 
person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and torture’ as well as 
‘outrages upon dignity, in particular humiliating and degrading treatment’ .*® 

With Common Article 3, contracting parties were only bound to the Conventions’ terms in 
empire, and domestically for that matter, when ‘non-international armed conflicts’ arose. In 
practice, this meant that colonizers like Britain had discretion in determining the applicability 
of Common Article 3 to states of emergency or any other civil disturbance. Whitehall had 
great latitude in determining whether or not any of its end-of-empire wars met an undefined 
‘non-international armed conflict’ standard that hinged on arbitrary measures of ‘intensity’. 
There was no international supervisory board that determined whether or not an ‘armed 
conflict’ existed. It was the ambiguity of defining ‘intensity’ wher e violence existed in an 


‘armed conflict’ that allowed Britain and other nations to sidestep Common Article 3 in their 


empires, and elsewhere, should they choose to do so.*? 


While the 1949 Geneva Conventions were a considerable departure from the Hague 
Conventions by providing numerous safeguards for both prisoners of war and civilians, the 
sensibility behind their final execution differed little from the racialized hierarchies and 
protection of sovereignty framing interpretations of earlier humanitarian laws. That there was 
a difference in historical context between the turn of the century and 1949 was apparent, 
however, not only in the avoidance of explicit language referencing the ‘civilized’ and 
‘uncivilized’ populations but also in the mere existence of Article 3, which gestured to one of 
the first infringements on colonial sovereignty, no matter how anaemic. At the same time, the 
jettisoning of any universal claims to rights, even for civilians at times of conflict, was yet 
another indication of the enduring, combined weight of colonial self-interest and the 
hierarchical conceptions of civilization and citizenship that underwrote it, as well as the 
legalized lawlessness upon which its perpetuation depended. Liberal imperialism, while 


tested in the brief efflorescence of human rights norms, emerged alive and well in the post- 
war era of international humanitarian law and its exclusions. 

Insofar as Europe did produce one of the post-war period’s most progressive and legally 
binding human rights documents with the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) 
so, too, did colonizing powers like Britain maintain their historic ability to dominate, coerce 
and exclude under the Convention’s very rubric. Much like international humanitarian law, 
Europe’s post-war human rights conventions emerged from the Second World War’s 
totalitarian crises. Britain played a leading role in the Council of Europe and its Convention 
negotiations partly to counter charges against its isolationism from the continent which had 
increased in the wake of the country’s imperial-oriented, economic policies and disinterest in 
integration. It would be an easy win for Emest Bevin’s beleaguered Foreign Office as the 
British government concentrated its efforts in ensuring European liberties and banned 
together with its continental counterparts to stave off communist subversion whose potential 
seemed limitless. Or, as Britain’s representative to the Council of Europe’s negotiations, Lord 
Layton, stressed: 


[The Convention is] a means of strengthening resistance in all our countries against 
insidious attempts to undermine our democratic way of life from within or without, and thus 


to give to Western Europe as a whole greater political stability.° 


Britain was the first to sign the ECHR in March 1951, and while it did not come into force 
until September 1953 when Luxembourg offered the tenth ratification, the celebrations in 
Strasbourg were palpable, and its historic significance captured in the speech ‘From the 
Europe of Dachau to the Europe of Strasbourg’, which Paul Henri-Spaak, one of the 
continent’s most ardent champions of integration, offered as a symbolic coda to the Council’s 
efforts.>! 

Above all else, the ECHR was intended to be a set of European human rights laws, and 
Britain made every effort to ensure this was the case.°* At the same time, there were deep 
concerns that the Convention, so necessary for the preservation of Western liberties, 
particularly as the Cold War advanced, could easily undermine the repressive measures 
necessary to snuff out rebellion or subversion elsewhere. The day after the Convention’s 
signing, Labour’s media-savvy Herbert Morrison replaced the ailing Bevin as foreign 
secretary, and he was determined to shore up Britain’s obligations insofar as the ECHR and 
empire were concerned. His office would give away just enough to placate the human rights 
faithful while, at the same time, ensuring an international legal structure that not only 
facilitated but also legitimated the legalized lawlessness upon which many parts of Britain’s 
empire depended. 

At the time of ECHR negotiations, Britain was mired in multiple states of emergency, 
including that on the Malayan peninsula. When the Convention was signed, Article 63, or the 
‘colonial clause’, waived the a priori application of its force in European empires. Yet, as far 
as the British government was concerned, the ECHR was the lesser of the two human rights’ 
evils when it came to its colonial subjects as its allies in Europe were far more predictable 


than the wretched UN that was negotiating its own Covenants. Morrison could not have been 
clearer in his position: ‘the sooner we disengage from an exercise [with the UN] which can 
only be embarrassing from the Colonial point of view the better’.°° It’s not surprising, 
therefore, that the Foreign Office took the decision to extend the ECHR to forty-five of its 
colonies and territories not because it was looking ‘to improve the lot of colonial subjects’, as 
one historian has observed, but rather ‘to present British colonial policy and practice in a 
favourable light, by publicly committing colonial governments to respect for human rights 
and to furnish an argument for not accepting a UN Covenant if one was ever adopted’.** 

Moreover, Britain gave up very little in extending the ECHR to its empire. First, there was 
no right of individual petition to the European Commission of Human Rights, the body that 
received complaints and, if there was merit, submitted them to the European Court of Human 
Rights after its establishment in April 1959. Up until 1966 when Brit ain accepted individual 
petition, government officials rationalized this logic claiming that international law only 
applied to states. However, as A. W. Simpson points out, ‘the United Kingdom’s real reason 
was fear of repercussions in colonies and protectorates’.°° Second, in the early drafting of the 
ECHR the British government introduced, and insisted upon, a derogation article that 
allowed a contracting party relief from the Convention in ‘time of war or other public 
emergency threatening the interests of the people’.°° Eventually enshrined as Article 15, 
states were permitted to derogate much of the Convention, with the exception of a handful of 
articles, the most notable of which was Article 3, or the ‘Prohibition of torture’, which stated: 
‘No one shall be subjected to torture or to inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.’°” 
In a stroke of a pen, derogation rendered most universal rights into contingent ones, even if 
these rights were already circumscribed through the nature of the ECHR’s petition process. In 
the years ahead, similar derogations and contingent rights would be inscribed in the two 
United Nations’ Covenants, much to Britain’s approval. 

Britain had been the first to ink the European Convention on Human Rights with its Article 
15 poised to become one gigantic loophole for liberal imperialism’s unrestrained use of force, 
whether against the so-called terrorists or their civilian supporters. The Colonial Office was 
well aware that the ECHR’s extension to its overseas possessions was a public relations coup, 
though was also patently disingenuous as it was opting ‘to send in a list of derogations which 
virtually nullify the whole thing’, according to an internal memo.°® Over time, the 
exceptional and temporary became the rule as colonies like Malaya and Kenya were beset 
with legally enabled emergency conditions where statutory martial law created police states 
aimed at quashing dissent while seeking to install politically acceptable regimes that would 
facilitate Britain’s interests at the end of empire and beyond. Moreover, there were no limits 
on how many derogations a country could file using the minimal of evidence to support its 
invoking of Article 15. Within six weeks of the ECHR coming into force in much of its 
empire, Britain would derogate for Malaya and Singapore, with Kenya, British Guiana and 
Uganda’s Bugandan Province soon to follow. In fact, the number of British derogations in the 
ECHR’s first decade — nearly thirty in all — surpassed the combined total of all the other 


forty-five members of the Council of Europe for the first sixty years of the Convention’s 
application. In effect, as legal scholar John Reynolds has pointed out, Britain ushered in a 
‘derogation regime’ that would not only shape and define the lived experiences of millions of 


colonial subjects around the world but also normalize the exception in international law and 


practice.?? 


Long before derogations offered a fig leaf for regimes professing compliance with universal 
notions of human rights, Walter Benjamin observed in the aftermath of Palestine’s Arab 
Revolt how ‘[t]he tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “state of emergency” in which 
we live is not the exception but the rule’. He then went on to intone, ‘We must attain a 
conception of history that accords with this insight.’°? Indeed, there were important 
differences between the pre-Second World War era and its aftermath as the permissibility of 
detention without trial, collective punishments and the starvation of civilians, among other 
tactics, would be encoded in the derogation articles of post-war international human rights 
law, further excluded from humanitarian laws, and rendered part and parcel of a liberal 
imperialism that had ostensibly reformed with its claims to wartime ‘partnership’ with 
colonial subjects and rights rhetoric which, ultimately, bound nations like Britain to virtually 
nothing. Insofar as there were continuities between the pre- and post-war era, the ever- 
fetishized ‘rule of law’, as one historian points out, continued to be a ‘potent fiction’ and one 
that legitimated a range of repressive actions across Britain’s empire.°! In the war’s 
aftermath, and as far as Morrison and Prime Minister Attlee’s cabinet were concerned, the 
ECHR’s derogation provisions together with the sidelining of individual petition rendered the 
Convention about as airtight as possible when it came to interference in their empire where 
the deployment of state-directed violence was exponentially expanding, and evolving, with 
each declaration of emergency. 

In the end, the Permanent Mandates Commission never investigated British actions in 
Palestine. Jamal al-Husanyi’s letter remained in the League’s inbox, unanswered. The Second 
World War intervened before the Commission could respond, though chances are, as it had 
with multiple other previous complaints detailing British colonial violence in Palestine, the 
Commission would have dismissed al-Husanyi’s as well. In fact, in an era of imperial 
internationalism, some might conclude that the Permanent Mandate’s Commission was part 
of the problem, at least in Palestine, where it had chastised the British for having not been 
coercive enough in crushing the reb ellion from the get-go.° In effect, the presumed 
oversight committee endorsed, with a similar moralizing refrain that echoed the likes of 
Wingate, Callwell and others, the use of violence against colonial subjects. 

Still, al-Husanyi’s letter was scarcely written in vain. It offers one footprint, along with 
thousands of others that litter the archives, of Britain’s deployment of systematic violence in 
its twentieth-century empire. And, while al-Husanyi and Arab Palestinians never received a 
proper hearing of their complaints, other imperial subjects eventually would. In 2009, the 
British Empire was put on trial for the first time when, in London’s High Court of Justice, 
five elderly Kikuyu claimants charged the British government with overseeing a system of 
torture and violence in the detention camps of late colonial Kenya. Imperial Reckoning was 


the historical basis for the case, and I was expert witness for the claimants. At the time of the 
filing, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) — the named defendant in the case — 
vehemently denied any misdeeds in its former empire, much like the Chamberlain 
government in Palestine’s yesteryear, and vowed to fight the case to the bitter end. This said, 
it also argued with equal vehemence that the international humanitarian law and the ECHR 
were not relevant in London’s High Court — an argument that would have traction with 
presiding judge, Justice McCombe. 

Pinker was surely aware of the historic Mau Mau case, as it was splashed across major 
newspapers in Britain. Yet, much like Foreign Secretary William Hague, he chose to dismiss 
the piles of evidence that tell a damning story of systematic violence in colonial Kenya — 
violence that was scarcely an anomaly to Britain’s East African colony. Ultimately, however, 
after a four-year legal battle, the British government changed course. It became clear that 
after Justice McCombe ruled against the FCO’s two strike-out motions, he was strongly 
inclined to believe that Britain had failed in its ‘duty of care’. Put another way, according to 
McCombe’s rulings, the colonial government in Kenya had failed in upholding Britain’s 
civilizing mission, however idealized it was, or continued to be, in the justice’s mind. 

In June 2013, Foreign Secretary Hague rose in the House of Commons and offered 
Britain’s first-ever acknowledgement, and apology, for its use of systematic violence in 
empire and with it a £20 million payout to over 5,000 Kikuyu victims of British torture in the 
detention camps of Kenya. In effect, the British government could no longer hide behind 
liberalism’s obfuscations and moral claims that denied the imbrication of violence in its 
civilizing mission. The evidence — much of which was available to Pinker during his research 
— was simply too overwhelming. So, too, was the evidence from myriad other former British 
colonies — colonies like al-Husanyi’s Palestine — available to Pinker, yet he chose to ignore it, 
or perhaps deny its validity. Yet, it’s this very denial of evidence — particularly from hundreds 
of millions of former brown and Black colonial subjects — that renders works like Pinker’s so 
damaging in the postcolonial present. Denied their lived experiences, these men and women 
are nonetheless etched in memories throughout the world, and it’s these collective memories 
that scarcely need historians armed with archival data to jettison Pinker’s Western-centric 
claims that violence declined in colonial landscapes during twentieth-century British rule. 
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A history of violence and indigeneity 


Pinker and the Native Americas 


Matthew Restall 


In March 2019, at the onset of the quincentennial of the Spanish-Aztec encounter, the 
president of Mexico, Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador, sent an open letter to the King of Spain 
and to the Pope, demanding an ‘apology to the original peoples for violating their human 
rights, as they are known today, for committing massacres and enforcing the so-called 
Conquest with the sword and the cross’.! 

Such an incident might appear to be reflective of the brave new world in which Steven 
Pinker argues we live, one where wars of conquest have been abolished and world leaders 
can insist on public acknowledgements of past atrocities. As Pinker points out, public 
apologies by religious and political leaders for acts of violence committed decades, even 
centuries, ago has been a steadily growing feature of international political culture since the 
1980s.* In demanding or offering apologies for the invasions and atrocities of history, leaders 
are effectively commemorating the fact that such crimes existed in the violent past, but are 
not part of the peaceful present. 

Although Spanish officials objected to L6pez Obrador’s remarks, their reaction nonetheless 
echoed that same assumption regarding violence in the past and the present. The Mexican 
president’s letter hit the press just as Spaniards were weeks from voting in a general election, 
and so campaigning politicians from left and right denounced the demand as ‘an affront to 
Spain’ (as conservative leader Pablo Casado put it).? But defensive nationalism aside, 
remarks by Spanish politicians implied that present-day finger pointing over historical acts of 
violence was absurdly anachronistic — because the world used to be a violent place. 
According to this Pinkerish perspective, it makes no sense to target one nation for past crimes 
against others, because in past centuries all nations committed crimes of invasion and other 
outrages, whereas, today, all (or almost all) nations are committed to common non-violent 
goals. 

When, later in 2019, Lopez Obrador made remarks critical of the conquistador Hernando 


Cortés, the official historian of the conquistador’s Spanish hometown protested that the 
president was indulging in ‘presentism’, in ‘judging the events of five centuries ago by the 
standards of the 21st century’.* In other words, the Spanish historian made the Pinkerish 
assumption that the line between good and evil is not spatial but temporal or chronological. 
The triumph of ‘the forces of civilization and enlightenment’ (to quote the final line of 
Pinker’s book) divides us from the brutish and nasty past, creating two worlds with 
completely different moral standards.° 

The trans-Atlantic war of words between Lopez Obrador and his Spanish detractors also 
evokes a more specific aspect of Pinker’s argument, one that is the subject of this chapter. 
The Mexican president’s letter can be seen as an act of deflection, similar to those employed 
by Pinker, particularly in his treatment in The Better Angels of Our Nature of the indigenous 
peoples of the Americas. By shifting to Spain and the Catholic Church all responsibility for 
depriving Native Americans of their human rights, Lopez Obrador evaded the issue of anti- 
indigenous violence — broadly defined — during the last five centuries. Instead, the focus is 
kept, by Lopez Obrador’s supporters and critics both, on a past that is grossly misrepresented 
and misinterpreted. 

That fact is neatly illustrated by the very Pinkerish reasons given by Madrid-based British 
journalist Michael Reid for why Lépez Obrador’s demand for an apology was wrong — 
Pinkerish, that is, in using the same broad, common misconceptions about the history of the 
Americas that Pinker’s book deploys and perpetuates. Indeed, Reid’s two reasons correspond 
closely to the two aspects of Pinker’s depiction of the Native American past. Reid’s first 
reason is that the ‘peoples in Mexico in 1519 were not the “original” ones but later arrivals. 
They, too, committed what nowadays would be called crimes against humanity — systematic 
human sacrifice in the case of the Mexica (Aztecs)’.° Similarly, Pinker characterizes all pre- 
Columbian indigenous societies, most particularly the Aztecs, as excessively violent — an 
outdated, colonialist (and neo-colonialist) stereotype. 

Reid’s second reason is that Spain’s empire may not have been a ‘spotless creation, but nor 
was it uniquel y bad. Most of the Amerindians who died did so from diseases to which they 
had no immunity’.’ That is not Pinker’s position, but he does give European colonization in 
the Americas short shrift, giving the impression that it was less violent than were Native 
societies, with its most extreme manifestations restricted to genocidal moments in the history 
of the United States. The assignment of more space to the United States than the rest of the 
Americas is problematic in an obvious, general sense (suggesting an Anglocentrism and 
West-centrism), but also, more specifically, because the American past is effectively 
redeemed in the book by its role in the recent triumph of Enlightenment and civilization. 

The effect is to deposit Native America in the dustbin of history, as if indigenous peoples 
were part of that brutish past, regrettably violent and regrettably annihilated by past 
Europeans, but not party to the triumph of our better angels. 


‘Undoubtedly a dangerous place’: Pinker’s Native America 


How exactly, then, are Native Americans depicted in The Better Angels of Our Nature?® 
Native societies receive relatively little attention in the book; references, including indirect 
and passing ones, appear on roughly 4 per cent of the book’s pages. But my concern is not 
with the quantity of such mentions — Pinker’s purview, after all, is the whole of human 
history, and to criticize such a book for the space it devotes to this or that culture or region 
would be facile. My concern is rather with their type and tone, with the impression they give 
of indigenous American civilizations. 

That impression is formed by the two aforementioned aspects — treatment of violence in 
Native America before contact with Europeans and violence in the Americas stemming from 
contact and colonization. First, most of the discussion of Native Americans in the book 
relates to the pre-Columbian period — the thousands of years prior to the initial arrival of 
European colonists in the Americas in the 1490s. The tone is set by the very first mention of 
a specific Native American, who is also the earliest indigenous human of any kind mentioned 
in the book. The crucial fact about this early American is presented thus: ‘Kennewick Man 
was shot.’? Thus is the first seed planted of a link between violence and indigeneity that will 
take root and grow throughout the book. 

The next reference to Native Americans begins by quoting the Declaration of 
Independence’s complaint that the English king gave support to ‘the merciless Indian 
Savages whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes 
and conditions’. Noting that nowadays such a characterization seems ‘archaic, indeed 
offensive’, Pinker then goes on to argue that ‘men in nonstate societies’ did in fact routinely 
engage in precisely that kind of unrestrained violence, most notably committing massacres of 
whole villages, as well as acts of torture, rape, mutilation and cannibalism. Over a five-page 
passage, references are made to indigenous peoples in New Guinea and Australia, but also to 
those of New England, and to the Yanomamé6 and Inuit, with the overwhelming impression 
being threefold: that Native Americans and nonstate peoples are essentially the same 
category; that their societies were fundamentally and relentlessly violent; and that they 
existed overwhelmingly in the violent past, not the peaceful present.!° All three impressions 
are patently false. 

Across the 500 pages to follow, there are roughly a dozen further such references (coverage 
of Native Americans falls mostly in the book’s first half), reinforcing that specious threefold 
impression. Cherry-picked cases of apparent acts of violence committed by nonstate Native 
peoples are equated with evidence of an age of violence or intrinsically violent cultures — a 
distinction Pinker makes for the West and for recent history, but neither for prehistory nor for 
Native America.!! A graph quantifying ‘percentage of deaths in warfare’ divides societies 
into three nonstate categories and one state category. Native American groups top all three 


nonstate categories, seeming to give solid data support to the impression that they were 


humanity’s most violent nonstate societies. ! 


When Pinker does briefly recognize the past existence of states in Native America, he turns 
not only to the Aztec Empire but to the most old-fashioned and stereotypically prejudicial 
notion of Aztec society — as one that made ‘pre-Columbian Mexico . . . undoubtedly a 


dangerous place’. In that graph quantifying and ranking ‘deaths in warfare’, at the very top of 
the state category, is ‘Ancient Mexico, before 1500 CE’, comfortably beating out such 
contenders as ‘World, 20th C (wars & genocides)’ and ‘Europe 1900-1960’. If you thought 
that the First and the Second World War, as well as the holocausts, purges and pogroms of the 
era, showed humanity at our most violent, you were wrong; the Aztecs have the twentieth- 
century beat. That apparent fact is presented again, as data, in another ‘war deaths’ graph, 
with ‘Central Mexico, 1419-1519’ handily surpassing ‘Germany, 20th C’.!? 

Every time that the Aztecs appear in the book, they are depicted as among history’s most 
extreme devotees of torture and sadistic violence, often with reference to alleged data that are 
wrong to absurd degrees — that are (to borrow Sara Butler’s phrase in discussing a similar 
misrepresentation of Europe’s Middle Ages) ‘improbably specific and unbelievably high’.'4 
We are told, for example, that ‘the Aztecs sacrificed about forty people a day, 1.2 million 
people in all’. The impression given is that the Aztecs lowered all ‘their victims into a fire, 
lifted them out before they died, and cut the beating hearts out of their chests’. The final 
appearance in the book of the Aztecs is as torturers of their own children. 

A reader whose grasp of Aztec (or Maya or Mesoamerican) culture is derived from video 
games and Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto might accept that for a century the Aztecs cut out the 
beating hearts of forty people a day.'® But no scholar of the Aztecs believes such patent 
nonsense nowadays, and very few ever have. So how does Pinker come to such a conclusion? 
Anyone well-read in Aztec history will quickly guess the answer, but the vast majority of 
readers cannot possibly be expected to do so. Pinker uses estimates of war deaths and 
executions — the ritual execution of war captives traditionally called ‘human sacrifice’ in the 
West — compiled by Matthew White, a historian-librarian who is not a specialist in Aztec or 
Native American history, who himself used estimates compiled in the late-nineteenth to mid- 
twentieth centuries (increasingly seen by scholars as outdated). ‘7 

Those estimates were themselves extrapolations of claims made by Franciscan friars and 
other commentators in the Catholic Church decades after the fall of the Aztec Empire, claims 
designed to denigrate — literally, demonize — Aztec civilization and thus justify all and any 
methods used in the service of Spanish conquest and colonization. The earliest Europeans in 
the Americas arrived expecting to find monstrous humans and diabolistic cultures, and they 
were quick to imagine, invent and condemn indigenous peoples and societies as such.!® 

The extreme distortion of Native American civilizations was both quantitative and 
qualitative. That is, violence-related numbers were hugely exaggerated or simply made up. 
For example, Mexico’s first bishop, the Franciscan Juan de Zumarraga, claimed that in one 
year he destroyed 20,000 Aztec ‘idols’, just as Aztec priests had ‘sacrificed’ that many 
annually — an invented number that soon turned into 20,000 children, and then an imagined 
‘offering up in tribute, in horrific inferno, more than one hundred thousand souls’.!9 
Centuries of repetition and prejudice have drawn a direct line from Zumarraga to Pinker 
(which would have delighted the bishop). At the same time, the quality or type of violence 
that was supposedly found among the Aztecs (and other indigenous societies) was rendered 


as grotesque as possible from the Western perspective: it was heavily imbued with 
cannibalism (for which there is almost no evidence, all of it indirect and tainted by European 
filters); methods of torture or execution not used by Europeans were highlighted (heart- 
removal, for example); and all executions were styled ‘human sacrifice’ — an ethnocentric, 
judgement-laden term still overused in the West to describe killings in other cultures, 
regardless of whether they were intended as religious offerings or were executions of 
criminals or prisoners of war. 

In fact, the vast majority of religious offerings made in all indigenous societies (the Aztecs 
included) were flora and fauna. Neither the Nahuas (the larger ethnic group of which the 
Aztecs were a part) nor the Maya used a term that meant ‘human sacrifice’; the term, like 
much of its meaning, was introduced by Europeans. Executions in the Aztec and Maya 
worlds were overwhelmingly war related, and war mixed political ambition and the ‘goals of 
economic gain with cosmic justification’ (just as it did — and arguably still does — in the West) 
(to quote archaeologist Elizabeth Graham). Thus, while the West has ranked the Aztecs as 
‘the biggest sacrificers in the world’, in the words of historian of religion (and Harvard 


colleague of Pinker’s) David Carrasco, ‘there is no substantial archaeological or documentary 
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proof that they ritually killed more people than any other civilization’. 

Public executions were no more a daily affair in Aztec cities than they were in European 
ones; quotidian life for Aztecs, as for other Mesoamericans, was marked by agricultural 
labour and the social rituals of community and family. As leading Aztec scholar Camilla 
Townsend recently noted, ‘The Aztecs would never recognize themselves in the picture of 
their world that exists in the books and movies we have made.’ That picture is a colonialist 
caricature, stripping the Aztecs of their humanity. We are so ‘accustomed to being afraid of 
the Aztecs, even to being repulsed by them’, that it has never occurred to us that we might 
simply identify with them, see them as fully human, flaws and all — as people capable of 
brutal violence but also of deep love, as people who invented ways to kill each other but also 
created spectacular cities and stunning works of art, as people who fought and wrote, who 
were cruel to each other and played music together, who savoured ‘a good laugh, just as we 
do’ ** 

The numbers of war deaths in Aztec Mexico used by Pinker are therefore wildly 
exaggerated. But, more troublesome than that, the invention of those numbers and the 
deployment of them to tarnish the Aztecs as excessively violent barbarians is an old, 
pernicious colonialist tradition. I do not believe for a second that Pinker intended to 
perpetuate that tradition, nor do I blame him for swallowing a derogatory depiction that is 
widely reproduced. (Likewise, I see no reason not to give White the same benefit of the 
doubt.). Nonetheless, the origins and endpoint of the information—literature pathway taken by 
Pinker is clear, and highly misleading. 

Certainly, there was violence in the Aztec world, as there was in the pre-Columbian Maya 
world and in all Native American societies; nobody denies that obvious fact. There is also 
evidence — most notably archaeological and art historical; from burials, murals and stone- 
carved monuments and glyphs — that there were periods of increased violence, usually war 


related, throughout the Mesoamerican past. But there is not a shred of solid, sustainable 
evidence that such periods made any Mesoamerican society more intrinsically violent than, 
say, medieval or early modern Europe. There is nothing to suggest either that daily life was 
especially violent or that political violence or warfare produced the massive fatalities claimed 
by Spanish ecclesiastics — who were purposefully biased and committed to a campaign of 
religious conversion that was ironically and hypocritically infused with methods of ritual 
violence. 

On the contrary, warfare was controlled, restricted by season, and ritualized; for example, 
Aztecs and Mayas prioritized the capture of enemies over their slaughter in battle. Such 
captives were sometimes tortured, as depicted in the eighth-century murals in the Maya city 
of Bonampak, today in Southern Mexico. Or they were executed in public ceremonies that 
had political and religious significance, as evidenced by the skull racks found in some 
Mesoamerican sites, most notably in Tenochtitlan — today’s Mexico City — where both stone- 
carved skulls and human crania have been excavated.?? 

But to take such evidence, exaggerate and highlight it, and make it the symbolic 
centrepiece of the depiction of an entire civilization (more accurately, a network of 
civilizations that developed over thousands of years), is blatant bigotry, colonialist prejudice 
and race-based propaganda. It is to follow — even unintentionally — in the footsteps of those 
Spanish ecclesiastics. It is to perpetuate the West’s tradition of masking the violence of 
imperialism by classifying it as a pacification of inherently violent others, as bearing the 
burden of taming barbarians (think Thomas Macaulay trumpeting the British as ‘the greatest 
and most highly civilized people that ever the world saw’, in contrast to other nations, where 
‘the gutters foamed with blood’).*° It is the equivalent to summarizing Western civilization as 
stretching from the torture-execution (human sacrifice) of Christ across blood-soaked 
millennia into the age of the Holocaust, with little in between but thousands upon thousands 
being burned alive at the stake, guillotined, racked by the Inquisition, or hung, drawn and 
quartered in front of rapturous crowds. 


‘Numerous expulsions and massacres’: Settler colonialism as 
solution 


Consequently, this neo-colonialist perspective on Native Americans, unintentional as it may 
be, also correlates with how colonialism in the Americas is presented in The Better Angels of 
Our Nature. That topic — the broad history of European and Euro-American imperialism, and 
of the treatment and experience of Native Americans — receives less attention in the book 
than that of pre-Columbian Native America. There are early, passing references to the 
presence of Europeans in the hemisphere, but the impact of colonialism on subject 
populations is first raised in the form of entries in a table: ‘Annihilation of the American 
Indians’ is listed as one of the twenty-one greatest causes of violent death in human history.** 
These references would be easy to miss, as would subsequent, similar inclusions in lists of 
massacres and genocides (summarized as, for example, ‘the numerous expulsions and 


massacres of Native Americans by settlers or governments in the Americas’, or simply 
“Genocide in the United States’). Of the dozen mentions of the topic, half take the form of 
inclusion in lists in text, table or graph.?° 

The other half of those dozen mentions take the form of a sentence or two (nothing as long 
as a paragraph), and almost all refer to the United States. In most cases, Pinker does not hold 
back from revealing t he unflinching racism that underpinned the slaughter and abuse of 
Native Americans in the United States — from that ‘merciless Indian savages’ reference in the 
Declaration of Independence, to justifications of nineteenth-century massacres of Native 
families as exterminating ‘nits’ before they can make ‘lice’, to Theodore Roosevelt’s 
infamous assertion that ‘the only good Indians are the dead Indians’.*© 

The impression thus given of a deep and disturbing history of settler mistreatment of 
indigenous Americans serves Pinker’s larger argument and, like much of his use of data and 
anecdotal discussion in the book, correlates solidly with historical evidence. One might have 
preferred to see even passing references to such topics as the decimation of the indigenous 
Caribbean and Mesoamerican populations in the sixteenth century, the enslavement of Native 
peoples across four centuries starting in the 1490s, and the genocide in California. But, again, 
carping on what is missing from a book of this scope is facile criticism.*’ 

My objection, rather, is with the impression that is given by the sum of what Pinker does 
include and how he does it. First of all, the cursory coverage of settler violence and the 
violent impact of colonization throughout the Americas does not come close to balancing the 
more detailed and vividly anecdotal depiction of Native American societies, both ‘nonstate’ 
and ‘state’, as extremely violent. Second, consider the effect of that impression when 
combined with an example such as a graph showing homicide rates in New England 
declining dramatically from 1637 through the eighteenth century (because ‘parts of the 
country became civilized as the anarchy of the frontier gave way — in part — to State 
control’)*° : the takeaway seems to be that while European settlement was a violent process, 
it was less violent than Native America before Europeans arrived, and that violence soon 
dissipated once the European ‘Civilizing Process’ took hold in the hemisphere.*? 

My third objection is that Native Americans only appear in the passages of the book that 
cover the modern era (by which I mean post-1900) as leftover hunter and gatherer groups on 
the margins of the civilized world — specifically Arctic Canada and the Amazon in the early- 
to-mid-twentieth century — and then only as examples of the intrinsic violence of nonstate 
and indigenous societies.*? Otherwise, after encountering the Civilizing Process, Native 
Americans disappear. In effect, they cease to exist. A reader who did not know otherwise 
would conclude that Native Americans contributed to humanity’s violent past, but that they 
are entirely absent from the civilized and peaceful present. 

But, of course, Native Americans are not absent from the present. Their numbers in the 
United States — roughly 7 million — are comparable to the population of the same area before 
Europeans arrived there. The same is very broadly true of Maya speakers, of whom there are 
some 8 million today. Almost 2 million people speak Nahuatl, the language of the Aztecs, 


and four times that many people living in Andean nations speak Quechua, the language of the 
Inkas. 

Not that the issue can be resolved by playing the numbers game, which too easily gives the 
impression of accurate and solid data where no such certainty lies — a game or methodology 
that underpins much of Pinker’s argument.*! Rather, beyond the glaring fact of the survival, 
growth and dynamism of indigenous peoples in the Americas today, and the implied denial of 
their very existence in Pinker’s book, are this pair of crucial points: the persistence of Native 
populations and their cultures has been achieved in the face of massive, multifaceted violence 
against them by the very same civilization whose enlightened ideas and global triumph is the 
supposed reason for our peaceful twenty-first-century world; and yet, ironically, the West has 
much to learn — about things it claims to have invented, such as democracy, peaceful conflict 
resolution and environmental sustainability — from the indigenous cultures it (and Pinker) 
denigrates or denies. ‘Indigenous peoples offer possibilities for life after empire’, as Roxanne 
Dunbar-Ortiz has argued, ‘possibilities that neither erase the crimes of colonialism nor 
require the disappearance of the original peoples colonized’ .°? 

Pinker certainly recognizes that the global decline of violence, as he sees it, was not a 
toboggan run (his metaphor), but was marked by ups and downs (jagged lines, roller coasters, 
countercurrents etc.). But, by and large, examples that might complicate or problematize or 
even undermine the larger teleological thrust of his argument are absent or de-emphasized or 
deployed as exceptions that prove his rule. An example of that technique is his mention of 
Antonio de Montesinos, whose protests against ‘the appalling treatment of Native Americans 
by the Spanish in the Caribbean’ were the lone exception showing how ‘until recently most 
people didn’t think there was anything particularly wrong with genocide, as lon g as it didn’t 
happen to them’.°? 

Although Pinker’s larger point may be well taken, his decision to ignore the sixteenth- 
century debate in the Spanish Atlantic world over indigenous rights (its towering figure, 
Bartolomé de Las Casas, is not mentioned) has the effect of artificially flattening the ups and 
downs in the history of race-based and colonialist violence in the Americas. While a strong 
case can be made for the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries being less violent than the 
sixteenth in the main population centres of the Americas (such as central Mexico and central 
Peru), that is not true for the whole hemisphere. 

Furthermore, there were larger trends in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that 
surely went beyond the blip or bump of a temporary counter current. Old imperial and new 
national regimes generated systems of violence against subordinate populations that were 
underpinned by new ideologies of race- and class-based supremacy: sub-Saharan Africans 
were enslaved in the Americas in unprecedented numbers; independent Native American 
polities were destroyed; new technologies of violence and surveillance were deployed to 
eliminate or control Native and mixed-race populations. For most people, especially those of 
Native and/or African descent, life got worse, not better.°* 

In fact, it got worse in precisely the era that followed that of the ‘Enlightenment humanism’ 
that Pinker argues was the turing point in human history, when the West began to lead the 


world out of the dark past and into a bright future. His recognition that ‘Enlightenment 
humanism did not, at first, carry the day’ serves only to trivialize the systematic violence and 
exploitation wrought by empires and nation states in the Americas and worldwide for two 
centuries following the American Declaration of Independence, whose ‘philosophy’ of 


‘humanism’ is given foundational status by Pinker — ignoring, tellingly, that Declaration’s 


exclusion from rights-bearing humanity of enslaved Africans and those ‘Indian savages’.°° 


‘Believe it or not’: The implications of indigenous invisibility 


Arguably, Pinker cannot be blamed for following so many others down the path of a 
prejudicial, colonialist view of Native Americans. His unrelenting focus is on violence in 
human history, and thus he inevitably and understandably presents indigenous societies as 
violent — along with all other past societies. Furthermore, the enormity of his world historical 
scope means he must rely on select sources that summarize fields, and some of those 
summaries are bound to mislead. That does not mean, however, that we can dismiss the gross 
misrepresentation of Native American history and culture in The Better Angels of Our 
Nature. That distorted portrait matters, for three reasons. 

First, indigenous peoples in the Americas have faced and survived violence of all kinds — 
colonialist, genocidal, national-political and cultural — and continue to do so to this day. I 
alluded to this earlier, but it is worth stressing that race-based and often state-sponsored 
violence against Native peoples has frequently been genocidal — not simply in a rhetorical 


sense but in line with the United Nations definition°® — and that such violence increased in 
the centuries after Europe’s Enlightenment ideas developed and spread, persisting through 
the late twentieth century as the world became — for some people — less violent. A vivid 
example, completely ignored in The Better Angels, is the staggering violence suffered by 
Maya families in Guatemala for most of the second half of the twentieth century. Pinker’s 
book is full of the statistics of violent death, but he missed these: 200,000 people died in a 


thirty-six-year civil war in which every Maya family ‘lost as least one person — so everyone 


is minus one’.?’ 


By misrepresenting pre-Columbian and early modern (colonial-era) Native American 
societies, and ignoring modem Native Americans completely, Pinker (unwittingly) 
perpetuates the neo-colonialist perceptions of the indigenous past that underpin ongoing 
prejudice and mistreatment. If, as Butler notes, ‘Pinker’s message is reaching the masses, and 


ours is not’, then any prejudicial notions that ‘the masses’ have regarding Native Americans 
past and present are being reinforced, not undone through pedagogy and enlightenment.*® 
Second, the Americas were an important centuries-long setting for the violent exercise and 
development of the imperialist capitalism of the West. Pinker views that history through the 
lens of his ‘gentle commerce’ and the ‘civilizing’ impact of ‘Enlightenment humanism’. But 
if we view it from the Native American perspective, Western-led globalization looks a lot 
less gentle, and its ‘Civilizing Process’ a lot less civil. The effect is — ironically, in view of 


the focus of Pinker’s book — to downplay the persistent violence of exploration, conquest and 


colonization, and the ways in which that violence echoes in the inequities of present-day 
political regimes and socio-economic structures — both within and between nations in the 
hemisphere. 

Finally, the book’s di storted portrait of Native Americans has implications for its core 
argument. A more accurate and sophisticated understanding of violence in Native America 
would show more variance across time and region, with variables such as climate change and 
outside invasion determining levels of violence — not inherent impulses or cultural 
imperatives. Region by region, there have been alternating periods of time that were marked 
by warfare or peace, deprivation or plenty, persecution or tolerance, going back not only 
through the five centuries since Europeans colonization began but through the millennia 
before that. 

The relatively low levels of violence in the Americas today do not include and benefit all 
regions, and in the multi-century scale of things are insufficient to show a permanent change. 
Thus, the larger pattern would be more cyclical than teleological. As a scholar of the recent 
genocidal war against the Guatemalan Maya observed, ‘such violences tend to loop through 
time, less overcome than going latent for a spell.’°? And even if anti-indigenous violence is 
cyclical on a statewide level, at the local level it can be omnipresent and unrelenting — for 
indigenous environmental activists in Brazil, Bolivia and Peru, for example; for villagers 
facing drugs cartels; for families in regions of the Americas where Native women are 
targeted and disappear decade after decade. If the story turns out to be less positive and 
inspiring for Native American societies, might that not be the case for all human societies? If 
so, the triumph of our nature’s better angels, in Pinker’s telling just a few generations old, 
would — terrifyingly — be temporary. 

Pinker sets up his thesis from the opening paragraph of his books’ preface as a happy 
surprise: ‘Believe it or not — and I know that most people do not — violence has declined over 
long stretches of time, and today we may be living in the most peaceable era of our species’ 
existence.’ It is bumper sticker brilliance, tailor-made for Twitter, and indeed was echoed in 
2017 in an oft-quoted comment by Bill Gates (‘Sounds crazy but it’s true’; Pinker ‘shows 
how the world is getting better’ and ‘this is the most peaceful time in human history’).*! But 
behind that you-won’t-believe-it-but set-up is a less benign one, more of a you-already- 
know-this foundation stone: the West is better than the non-West. Thus, it is the West’s 
triumph over other cultures that has made the world a better place. The persistence of that 
attitude was apparent in the discussions surrounding the quincentennial of Columbus’ 1492 
voyage, and it emerged similarly in the discussions — at the levels of national and 
international politics and media — of the quincentennial of the Spanish invasion of Aztec 
Mexico (as shown at the start of this chapter). 

The slippage in Pinker’s book between West/Other and present/past judgements is nowhere 
made starker than in his treatment of the Native Americas. Arguably, the Native American 
counternarrative is sufficient to pull the rug out from under Pinker’s larger narrative, not least 
because of its connection to colonialism and neo-colonialism by the West, and the centrality 
of the West’s triumph to Pinker’s world view. But even if the Native American 


counternarrative cannot undo Pinker’s larger narrative — especially such cornerstones as 
increased awareness of human rights, declines in homicide rates and the avoidance (thus far) 
of a Third World War — it surely undermines the monolithic impression given by that 
narrative, calling for a closer consideration of counternarratives and their implications for the 
future. 
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The rise and rise of sexual violence 


Joanna Bourke 


Violent practices, technologies and symbols increasingly permeate our everyday lives. This is 
the fact that Pinker seeks to debunk. He attempts to do so in five ways: by selectively 
choosing his data; minimizing certain harms, adopting an evolutionary psychology approach, 
ignoring new forms of aggression and failing to acknowledge the political underpinnings of 
his own research. In this chapter, I will explore these shortcomings in relation to sexual 
violence. 

The study of sexual violence is inherently difficult. We neither know how many people are 
victims nor how many are perpetrators. Every statistical database has flaws. Pinker had 
chosen to rely on the United States Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS). This is highly problematic since the sample used by the NCVS excludes 
some groups of people who are most at risk of sexual assault, including ‘persons living on 
military bases and in institutional settings (such as correctional or hospital facilities) and 
persons who are homeless’.! The exclusion of prisoners is particularly telling since Pinker 
reports positively on increased incarceration rates in the United States, stating that one of the 
reasons for the decline of rape is that more ‘first-time rapists’ have been put ‘behind bars’. 
Indeed, the level of incarceration in the United States is exceptional, with one in every thirty- 
seven adults under some form of ‘correctional supervision’. Incarceration is not ‘race-blind’: 
African Americans are imprisoned more than five times the rate of whites. Given that 
sexually violent men are unlikely to give up their practices, as levels of incarceration have 
increased dramatically, so too have levels of sexual assault in prisons. The NCVS does not 
record such increases in prison-based sexual violence: some violated bodies are not valued as 
highly as others. 

Pinker could have supplemented his use of NCVS data with other sources, which present a 
very different picture. Even if we ignore the fact that Pinker’s statistics for sexual violence 
are drawn from British and American sources (while the World Health Organization finds 
that 35 per cent of women worldwide have experienced either physical or sexual violence)? ; 
nevertheless, reported rapes are increasing dramatically. Between 1985 and 2007, rapes 
reported to the British police increased from 1,842 to 13,133. According to data released by 
HM Inspectorate of Constabulary on behalf of its rape-monitoring group, in 2015-16, police 


recorded 23,851 reports of adults being raped.° In France, there was a fourfold increase in the 
same period (from 2,823 to 10,128).’ 

Pinker’s response to the increase in reported rape might very well be that the statistics 
actually prove his point: people are becoming more disapproving of sexual violence and less 
fearful of reporting assault. There is little evidence for this. Barriers to reporting sexual 
violence are still formidable. The Crime Survey for England and Wales in 2019 reported that 
‘sexual offences recorded by the police are not a reliable measure of trends in this type of 
crime’,® because ‘the majority of victims do not report the offence to the police’.? The Office 
for National Statistics estimated that fewer than one in five victims report the offence to the 
police,'° while the Rape Crisis Federation of England and Wales found that only 12 per cent 
of the 50,000 women who contacted their services reported the crime of rape to the police.!! 
Even the NCVS found that, between 1992 and 2000, 63 per cent of completed rapes, 65 per 
cent of attempted rapes and 74 per cent of completed and attempted sexual assaults against 
females were not reported to the police.!* The British Crime Survey found even lower levels 
of reportage: less than 20 per cent of rape victims told the police.!? Non-reportage is 
particularly high among minority women, the poor and disenfranchised, and prostitutes. It is 
also a problem for married women who have been victimized by their partners: lack of 
money and access to alternative housing, in addition to emotional dependency and concerns 
over retaining access to children, meant that victims often feel unable to pursue prosecution. 

Statistical limitations are exacerbated by Pinker’s narrow definition of ‘violence’. This is 
the second problem with his argument. Pinker’s definition of violence is largely drawn from 
legal precepts: there is a perpetrator, a cruel act, a harmful effect. Most violence today does 
not conform to this model. It is structural and institutional. It is about pervasive insecurity, 
poverty, disease and inequality. This kind of violence is powerful precisely because it has 
become naturalized: it is a ‘fact of life’ that seems impossible to challenge.'* This partly 
explains why, as Pinker rightly emphasizes, modern lives are characterized by a free-floating 
anxiety about violence. These pervasive forms of sexual violence are not politically neutral: 
they are maintained by economic and social policies and sustained by legal and political 
processes. It is also something that has been challenged by activists such as Tamara Burke, 
who started the ‘MeToo’ movement precisely with the systemic sexual exploitation of 
African American and other minority women in mind. The sexualization of gender, racial and 
economic domination are a form of violence. 

Furthermore, these are forms of violence that Pinker seems to think can be eradicated 
without the ‘decivilizing’ effects of protest such as occurred in the 1960s. For Pinker, violent 
protest is wrong, yet emancipatory politics for groups experiencing systemic violence may be 
the only way to effect change. Rights didn’t simply emerge as part of a peaceful, civilizing 
process. In Inventing Human Rights. A History (2006), literary scholar Lynn Hunt would 
have us believe that the burgeoning expression of sympathy towards strangers was the 
outcome of the dramatic explosion in the publication and reading of novels. The epistolary 
novel taught readers to imagine that other people are similar to themselves. We all possess an 


inner space of feelings. The shared mystery of pain and pleasure promoted empathetic 
responses. In other words, she argues that fiction was the prime tool of an education 
sentimentale, changing human sensibilities.!° But this does not fit the historical record: rights 
were more usually attained through protest, which was often violent. Rights do not arise out 
of universal, timeless moral truths, but are won in social struggles in the real world. For 
Pinker, violent protest is wrong; for peoples experiencing systemic sexual violence, it might 
be their only lifeline. 

The third trap that Pinker falls into is the minimization of certain harms. He does this, in 
part, by failing to understand history. He states that ‘one has to look long and hard through 
history and across cultures to find an acknowledgement of the harm of rape from the 
viewpoint of the victim’.'° This is not the case. Rape was a heinous act precisely because it 
was known to inflict serious harm to victims. Medical jurisprudence textbooks were full of 
descriptions of the harm caused by rape, claiming (in the words of Alfred Swaine Taylor in 
his influential Medical Jurisprudence of 1861) that victims could ‘sustain all the injury, 
morally and physically, which the perpetration of the crime can possibly bring down upon 
her’.!7 

The language used to articulate that harm was different in earlier periods, however. Prior to 
the 1860s, victims of any form of violence would not have used the word ‘trauma’ to refer to 
their emotional or psychological responses. That concept was invented by John Eric 
Erichsen, professor of surgery at University College Hospital in London, in 1866.'® However, 
victims had other languages to communicate their pain. When the after-effects of rape were 
discussed, attention was paid to physical and moral realms. Women would ‘mysteriously 
waste away, sicken, grow pale, thin, waxen, and finally quit the earth, and send their forms to 
ea rly graves, — like blasted fruit falling before half ripened’ (as one author explained the 
aftermath of ‘forced love’ or marital rape in 1869).'° Victims regularly referred to 
‘insensibility’ to convey their distress. Rape victims were described as ‘in a state of fever’ 
Va 


(1822)*° , ‘very ill, after lying in a fainting state some time’ (1866)*! and in a ‘state of 


prostration’ (1877).** These are very different ways to acknowledge the ‘harm of rape from 
the point of view of the victim’, but powerful ones indeed for their times. 

There is another way Pinker minimizes harms. He contributes to rape myths by recycling 
long-standing prejudices about the prevalence of false accusations. The belief that “women 
lie’ about sexual assault is deeply embedded in our society, particularly within police forces 
and criminal justice systems. For example, one 2008 survey of 891 police officers in the 
south-eastern United States found that more than 50 per cent believed that half of women 
who complained of rape were liars and 10 per cent believed that the majority of complainants 
were lying.*° Police ‘unfound’ (USA) or ‘no-crime’ (UK) large numbers of rape complaints, 
without investigation.** According to a recent study by legal expert Corey Rayburn Yung, 
American police departments ‘substantially undercounted reported rapes’.*° Police 
departments generated ‘paper reductions in crime’ in three ways: they designated an incident 
as ‘unfounded’ without carrying out any (or any thorough) investigation, classified a reported 


incident as a lesser offence and omitted to ‘to create a written report that a victim made a 


rape complaint’.*° Yung concluded that the number of police jurisdictions where 
undercounting took place had increased by over 61 per cent between 1995 and 2012.7’ 

Pinker seems to share police scepticism about the veracity of rape complainants, and the 
weight that should be given to women’s accounts of assault. He informs readers that rape is 
‘notoriously underreported, and at the same time often overreported (as in the highly 
publicized but ultimately disproven 2006 accusation against three Duke University lacrosse 
players)’.*® Such moral equivalence is not only dangerous: it is wrong. The extent of false 
accusations has generated a vast amount of academic research. In 2000-3, for example, the 
British Home Office commissioned a comprehensive research project into the problem. 
Initially, the researchers concluded that 9 per cent of reported rape accusations were false. 
However, on closer analysis, this percentage dropped dramatically. They found that many of 
the cases listed as ‘no evidence of assault’ were the result of someone other than the victim 
making the accusation. In other words, a policeman or passer-by might see a woman 
distressed or drunk, with her clothes ripped, and report it as a suspected rape. However, when 
the woman was able to provide an account for what happened, she stated that no assault had 
taken place. In other instances, a woman regained consciousness in a public place or at home 
and, unable to recall what happened, worried about whether she might have been assaulted. 
The woman might approach the police not in order to claim rape, but to check whether any 
crime had been committed. Once such cases had been eliminated from the study, only 3 per 
cent of allegations should have been categorized as false.*? These statistics are in line with 
other studies.°° Contrary to the notion that men are at risk of being falsely accused, it is 
significantly more common for actual rapists to get away with their actions. 

Pinker’s claim, therefore, that rape is ‘over-reported’ not only misstates the known facts but 
also has real-life consequences: it bolsters the view that women are prone to lie about being 
raped, influences the way the legal system processes rape cases and prejudices perceptions of 
victims from the moment they report being raped to the time they give evidence in court. 

One of the reasons Pinker may underestimate the effect of repeating rape myths is because 
he believes that women who report being sexual abused are now treated with care and 
respect. ‘Today’, he writes, ‘every level of the criminal justice system has been mandated to 
take sexual assault seriously’.2! This is a classic case of conflating regulation with 
implementation. The law enforcement and justice systems may have been ‘mandated’ to take 
rape seriously, but that does not mean much in actual practice. A study by Kimberly A. 
Lonsway, Susan Welch and Louise F. Fitzgerald found that sensitivity training and education 
about rape improved the superficial behaviour of police officers, but not their attitudes 
towards rape victims.°* Indeed, argues James F. Hodgskin, changes in police procedures are 
often simply a form of ‘impression management’, while ‘internal operations, for the most 
part, go unchanged and unchallenged’.*° Complaints about treatment by the police and in the 
courts are routine.** As noted earlier, even today substantial proportions of policemen and 
women do not take complainants’ reports seriously. Rape complainants in some US 


jurisdictions are routinely given polygraph tests — a procedure that would be unimaginable 
for any other victim of crime.*° In recent years, women who report being sexually assaulted 
or raped to the police risk finding themselves charged with ‘perverting the course of 
justice’.*° In 2017, there was evidence that the forensic samples taken from tens of thousands 
of rape victims were never even sent for testing.*” Conviction rates are low and declining. In 
the United Kingdom in 1977, one in three of reported rapes resulted in a conviction. By 
1985, this was 24 per cent or one in five and it was only one in ten by 1996.°° Today, it is one 
in twenty. If people today abhor sexual violence more intensely than in the past, why is there 
a rapidly decline prosecution rates? 

Pinker also claims that no one now ‘argues that women ought to be humiliated at police 
stations and courtrooms, that husbands have a right to rape their wives, or that rapists should 
prey on women in apartment stairwells and parking garages’. Putting these three scenarios in 
the same sentence creates a misleading impression. After all, no one has ever argued that 
‘rapists should prey on women in apartment stairwells and parking garages’: to include that 
phrase in the same sentence as husbands having a right to rape their wives makes that 
scenario seem equally ridiculous. However, until a few decades ago, many people did 
publicly argue that wives did not have the right to refuse to consent to sexual intercourse with 
their husbands. As late as 1991, a robust justification of the marital rape exemption was 
published in the New Law Journal by the distinguished legal academic Glanville Williams. In 
Williams’ words: 


We are speaking of a biological activity, strongly baited by nature, which is regularly and 
pleasurably performed on a consensual basis by mankind. . . . Occasionally some husband 
continues to exercise what he regards as his right when his wife refuses him, the refusal 
most probably resulting from the fact that the pair have had a tiff. What is wrong with his 


demand is not so much the act requested, but its timing, or the manner of the demand.*” 


It wasn’t until 1992 that the marital rape exemption was abolished in England; in Greece, it 
was in 2006; and it is still not a crime in more than forty countries. There continue to be 
formidable difficulties for wives who report being sexually abused by their husbands. 

There are many other forms of sexual violence that many people do support. The military 
argues that hazing is necessary for the ‘hardening ’ of soldiers and Marines. Hazing practices 
include sexual practices, such as forced public masturbation, imitating or performing fellatio, 
and ‘greasings’ (a naked man is smeared in machinery grease and buggered with a plastic 
tube). People don’t necessarily feel distressed when the rights to sexual integrity are violated. 
The sexual abuses in Abu Ghraib were openly supported by many; there is a widespread 
support for torture, including sexualized forms of torture. 

The Tailhook scandal is one example of many in which sexual abuse is minimized or 
accepted. At the Thirty-Fifth Annual Tailhook Association Symposium in Las Vegas in 
September 1991, a two-day debriefing of US Navy and Marine Corps aviation in Operation 
Desert Story, eighty-three women and seven men alleged sexual assault and harassment. 
Among other humiliations, they had been forced to walk down a corridor lined with men who 


groped them, a form of hazing that is common during ‘crossing-the-line’ ceremonies. In the 
subsequent public furore, the distinction between hazing and sexual abuse was blurred. For 
instance, writing in the Marine Corps Gazette in November 1992, leading American cultural 
conservative William S. Lind confessed to being puzzled by the public reaction to the abuse. 
‘After all’, he wrote, 


no one was raped at Tailhook. From what was in the newspapers, it didn’t sound much 
different from a Dartmouth fraternity on a Friday or Saturday night. Unless the women 
officers who are protesting their treatment so loudly went directly to flight school from a 


convent, they surely had some idea what to expect.*° 


Lind claimed that the public condemnation of the abuses at Tailhook were a classic example 
of ‘fourth generation warfare’ conducted by feminists against the American officer corps. 
Feminists ‘are well on their way to their operational goal: the femininization of the Armed 
Forces’. If women in the military wanted to be treated as equals, Lind argued, then they had 
to accept the ‘back-slapping, practical-joking, locker room atmosphere that usually prevails 
where men do dangerous jobs like flying combat aircraft’ .*! 

Pinker is complacent about the violence that was part and parcel of imperialism. Of course, 
he details some of the major forms of suffering that resulted from imperial ventures, but these 
‘costs’ are kept separate from his analysis of commerce as a civilizing force. According to 
Pinker, the trade of goods and services encourages people to treat others as beneficial to their 
own interests, and thus deserving of more consideration. Critic Randal R. Hendrickson 
summarizes the problem with this argument. He observes that Pinker is ‘all but silent’ on the 
forms of commerce that ‘play to our demons’. Hendrickson notes: 


The colonialism of the newly civilized Europeans — surely a commercial activity, and often 
justified in enlightened terms of bringing civilization to untamed locals — is hardly 


mentioned.?? 


It is not necessary to look into the distant past to make this argument. After all, according to 
the International Labour Organization, at any given time in 2016, 40.3 million people are 
living in modern slavery, including 24.9 million in forced labour and 15.4 million in forced 
marriages. That means that there are 5.4 victims for every 1,000 people in the world. Of 
those in forced labour, 4.8 million are women engaged in forced sexual exploitation, or the 
commercial sex industry.*? The millions of women who are trafficked in the sex trade are 
wiped from history: economic activities such as the sex trade ‘call the gentleness of gentle 
commerce into question’.** 

Pinker is equally complacent about forms of sexual violence that have only arisen in late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: the invention and proliferation of technology- 
enhanced violence. He claims that the ‘treatment of rape in popular culture’ has ‘changed 
beyond recognition’ in positive ways. “Today’, he writes, ‘when the film and television 
industries depict a rape, it is to generate sympathy for the victim and revulsion for her 


attacker’.*° This is a surprising claim, given the amount of scholarship arguing that rape 
scenes in film and television are often included gratuitously or for titillation. 

The sexualization of violence is especially prominent in video gaming, which Pinker 
correctly observes is ‘the medium of the next generation, rivalling cinema and recorded 
music in revenue’.*° Pinker believes that computer games ‘overflow with violence and 
gender stereotypes’ but that rape is ‘conspicuously absent’.*” This myth has been exploded in 
Anastasia Powell and Nicola Henry’s book Sexual Violence in a Digital Age, which analyses 
structural inequalities as well as the gendered harms caused by technology-facilitated sexual 
violence, including virtual rape, image-based sexual abuse (such as ‘revenge pornography’) 


and online sexual harassment.*® Other commentators have argued that threats of rape and 


other attacks are routine in the genre, as is the spre ad of violent sexual images.” 

Video gaming and virtual spaces are prominent examples where sexual violence is rife. In 
2013, a survey of male college students found that 22 per cent had engaged in technology- 
based sexually coercive behaviours.° In the virtual environment Second Life, users can pay 
to sexually assault (‘grief’) other characters.°! Some popular computer games (such as Grand 
Theft Auto) include rape scenarios. In his book Second Lives: A Journey through Virtual 
Worlds, Tim Guest estimated that around 6.5 per cent of logged-in residents have filed one or 
more abuse reports in Second Life. By the end of 2006, Linden Lab (creator of Second Life) 
was receiving ‘close to 2,000 abuse reports a day’.°* This is not a new phenomenon: the first 
recorded case of virtual rape occurred in 1993 among a cyberspace community called 
LambdaMOO, a multi-user, real-time, virtual world. In it, a user called Mr Bungle used his 
‘voodoo power’ to sadistically attack and rape several female characters, who were made to 
look as though they were enjoying it.°> Since that time, online sexual violence has 
proliferated. Feminists report systemic threats of death and sexual violence. ‘Revenge porn’ 
(when partners post to the internet sexually explicit photographs without consent) is popular. 
Cyber harassment is common. 

Why should cybercrimes be regarded as violent? Because they have real-life effects on 
non-avatar people, inducing psychological disturbance (anxiety, depression, PTSD) and 
affecting life outcomes (sexual and social dysfunction, drug and alcohol abuse, self-harm, 
suicide). These forms of violence also generate major negative health outcomes for the 
victims’ families, friends and communities. They cause women to police their own behaviour. 
Not only have women moved home, changed their jobs, and gone into hiding, they also ‘shut 
down their blogs, avoid websites they formerly frequented, take down social networking 
profiles, refrain from engaging in online political commentary, and choose not to maintain 
potentially lucrative or personally rewarding online presences’.°* These are ‘real’ harms, not 
virtual ones. 

Finally, Pinker’s employment of an evolutionary psychology model of sexual violence is 
problematic. His view of sexual violence is framed in terms of self-interested competitors, a 
‘genetic calculus’ and a ‘reproductive spreadsheet’.®° He believes that the ‘prevalence of rape 
in human history’ and the ‘invisibility of the victim in the legal treatment of rape’ are 


all too comprehensible from the vantage point of the genetic interests that shaped human 


desires and sentiments over the course of evolution before our sensibilities were shaped by 


Enlightenment humanism.°° 


He notes that ‘harassment, intimidation, and forced copulation are found in many species, 
including gorillas, orangutans, and chimpanzees’.?’ Rape, he contends, ‘is not exactly a 
normal part of male sexuality [note that equivocal ‘not exactly’], but it is made possible by 
the fact that male desire can be indiscriminate in its choice of a sexual partner and indifferent 
to the partner’s inner life’.°® There is also a slippage from the notion that ‘Around 5 percent 
of rapes result in pregnancies, which suggests that rape can be an evolutionary advantage to 
the rapist??? , to the view that this behaviour was the best strategy for men in evolutionary 
time. 

Theorists hostile to the application of evolutionary insights to modern societies will remain 
sceptical. It is important to note, however, that feminist evolutionary scientists have 
challenged the particular form of evolutionary psychology that Pinker espouses. They point 
out the Western, male bias of its model of reproductive strategies.°° As Pinker is aware, 
‘fitness’ in the context of survival and reproduction is a much more complex phenomenon 
than his account allows for, most notably because it is affected not only by individual 
reproductive success in competitive environments (which may include forced sex or 
exploitative accumulation of material resources) but also by sexual selection (including 
taking into account the preferences of the opposite sex) and group selection (such as adhering 
to reproductive norms or restraining sexual impulses). Individual, group and sexual selection 
can, and often do, work against each other. For example, a trait or behaviour that can enhance 
sexual selection can also be non-adaptive in terms of individual fitness (e.g. certain sexual 
display behaviours increase the risk of being preyed upon). Equally, species often behave in 
ways that promote the survival and reproduction of the group, at the risk of individual 
survival and reproduction. Evolutionary psychologists of Pinker’s variety tend to focus on 
individual environmental and genetic interactions, while downplaying sexual selection and 
group selection, because the latter are significantly more difficult to infer from evolutionary 
environments. But this does not mean that individual selection is actually dominant in terms 
of evolutionary mechanisms. Indeed, given the logic of the evolutionary account, the scarcity 
of the ‘commodity’ women possess — that is, child-bearing and raising — gives particularly 
strong preference to female tastes in sexual selection.®! By focusing on only one of the 
mechanisms of selection, Pinker’s paradigm privileges a male-biased, individualistic, 
neoliberal account of the evolution of the brain that is primarily about self-interest rather than 
the group. 

Furthermore, Pinker’s model of reproduction fails to acknowledge the evolutionary benefits 
of flexible responses, which may cut across gender lines.®* For example, primatologists have 
observed that primate females are often aggressive in sex and promiscuous in soliciting it.°° 
Evolutionary biologist Patricia Adair Gowaty and ecologist Stephen Hubbell developed a 
model that emphasizes flexibility of reproductive behaviour once factors such as 


environments, probabilities of encounters and survival, receptivity and life history are 
factored in. Rather than assuming that females will be ‘coy’ in their sexual encounters while 
males are promiscuous, they find that it depends on other contexts: if an individual’s survival 
probability declines, so too will their ‘choosiness’, whether male or female.°* As Gowaty and 
Hubbell conclude, ‘Males, not just females, flexibly adjust choosy and indiscriminate 
behavior’ and selection will ‘sometimes select against choosy females and indiscriminate 
males’.®° 

Pinker’s evolutionary approach also leads him to ignore the effect of sexual violence on 
certain women. He observes that rape ‘entangles with three parties’, which he claims are ‘the 
rapist, the men who take a proprietary interest in the woman, and the woman herself’.°° He 
reiterates this later, when noting that the ‘second party to a rape is the woman’s family, 
particularly her father, brothers, and husband’.®’ In these ways, Pinker omits the effects of 
rape (whether actual or threatened) on the lives of all women and other vulnerable people. 
Mothers, sisters, and daughters (to name just three) are harmed by this form of violence. 

Many of these criticisms arise from Pinker’s selective use of evidence from the 
psychological literature. To take one example: Pinker’s particular evolutionary psychological 
approach would predict that women would be more harmed by sexual violence than would 
men. He cites the work of evolutionary psychologist David Buss, claiming that Buss ‘shows 
that men underestimate how upsetting sexual aggression is to a female victim, while women 
overestimate how upsetting sexual aggression is to a male victim’.®® In fact, Buss’ research 
was done in the 1980s, and rather than showing a universal pattern differentiating male 
versus female responses, it is based on a sample of male and female undergraduates enrolled 
in a psychology course at a large Midwestern university. Participation in the survey earned 
the participants credits for their course.°? These respondents are psychology’s WEIRDs (i.e. 
Western, educated, undergraduate students from industrialized, rich and democratic 
countries). Furthermore, the questions that these students were asked to respond to carried 
within them a strong presumption for an evolutionary account of emotional responses to 
abuse — an account these students would have recognized given its prominence in psychology 
curricula of the time. The students were directed from the start that the project was 
investigating ‘Conflict between Men and Women’, as the sheet of paper they were given was 
entitled. All these factors strongly bias the survey. 

Furthermore, Pinker does not report that Buss’ study did not support the hypothesis that 
‘women would be upset and angered by the hypothesized feature of male reproductive 
strategy involving sexual aggressiveness’.’? Indeed, Buss concluded that ‘Overall, these 
results provide only partial support for the theory of conflict between the sexes on the basis 
of conflicting reproductive strategies’.’' The evolutionary theory was only convincing in the 
experiment where the students were asked to speculate on how ‘irritating, annoying, and 
upsetting’ sexual aggressiveness would be to a person the man/woman was ‘involved with’. 
As David Buller argues in Adapting Minds: Evolutionary Psychology and the Persistent 
Quest for Human Nature (2005), both Pinker’s and Buss’ methodologies are flawed and the 


evidence do not support their conclusions. ‘Our minds’, Buller concludes, ‘are not adapted to 


the Pleistocene, but, like the immune system, are continually adapting, over both 


evolutionary time and individual lifetimes’ .’ 


In conclusion, as I have tried to point out throughout this chapter, Pinker fails to recognize 
the ideological underpinnings of his research. The most common response of evolutionary 
psychologists is to accuse critics of committing a ‘naturalistic fallacy’, that is, deriving 
normative conclusions from scientific ‘facts’. Even those of us who are careful not to assume 
that ‘just because something is, does not mean that it should be’, argue that it is important not 
to ignore the normative consequences of the so-called impartial knowledge. In the words of 
philosopher John Dupré: 


If evolution has in fact shaped our behavior it can only have done so by selecting physical 
structures, presumably in the brain, that cause the production of such behaviours. To say 
that a certain behavior, which some find morally objectionable, is caused by a physical 


structure in my brain, is in effect to remove at least part of my responsibility for it.”° 


Pinker’s research has political consequences. If we accept his view that sexual violence has a 
biological basis, then this has normative consequences in terms of our responses to sexual 
violence. Of course, all research dealing with complex social and cultural phenomenon are, 
to some degree, ideological projects. But his neoliberal, evolutionary psychology defence of 
Western civilization needs more acknowledgement. 

Pinker is keen to accuse his critics of ideological biases, while failing to acknowledge or 
even notice his own neoliberal defence of Western civilization. Feminist scientists are 
frequently forced to defend themselves against the accusation that they allow their politics to 
interfere with scientific objectivity. Gowaty explained to her critics that 


Science is the practice of systematic observation and experiment as a means to test 
predictions from hypotheses while reducing or eliminating (i.e. controlling) the effects of 
perceived and possible biases on results and conclusions. So what it means to be self- 
consciously political is that one is thereby in a scientifically better position relative to those 
who are unaware of the political and social forces potentially affecting their science... . 
Buttressed with better controls, controls against potential biases we are able to perceive, 


makes our conclusions more reliable.”4 


Like Gowaty, Pinker’s project is informed by his politics. Unlike Gowaty, by failing to 
acknowledge and then control for his own ideological bias, Pinker has missed an opportunity 
to convincingly explain the changing nature of violence in our societ ies. 
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Where angels fear to tread 


Racialized policing, mass incarceration and executions as state 
violence in the post—civil rights era 


Robert T. Chase 


On 25 May 2020, George Floyd’s murder was captured on video as Minneapolis police 
officer Derek Chauvin ground his knee against Floyd’s neck for over eight minutes, despite 
Floyd calling out, ‘Please, I can’t breathe.’ Arrested for allegedly passing off a $20 
counterfeit bill at a convenience store, three police officers roughly handcuffed Floyd and 
pressed his face down against hard street pavement as Chauvin knelt with all his weight on 
Floyd’s exposed neck. Meanwhile, a fourth officer prevented horrified onlookers from 
intervening even as they shouted that Floyd’s nose had started to bleed profusely and as 
another pleaded, ‘Bro, you’ve got him down, let him breathe at least, man.’ Revealing the 
ubiquity of such state violence against Black communities, one of the onlookers exclaimed, 
“One of my homies died the same way!’ As the minutes ticked down with Officer Chauvin’s 
knee still grinding on his exposed neck, Floyd breathlessly exclaimed, ‘my stomach hurts, 
my neck hurts, everything hurts. . . . they’re gonna kill me, man.’ As Floyd slipped into 
unconsciousness and his body went limp, police officer Chauvin continued to press his knee 
against Floyd’s neck for another two minutes, even after the medics that had finally arrived 
discovered that Floyd had no pulse.! 

This moment of state violence repeats the traumatized refrain of ‘I can’t breathe’ that Eric 
Garner pleaded over eleven times while New York police officer Daniel Pantaleo put him in a 
deadly chokehold simply for selling untaxed cigarettes during a July 2014 arrest. One month 
later, St Louis police officer Darren Wilson gunned down Michael Brown, an eighteen-year- 
old African American, and left his body in the street on a hot summer day on 9 August 2014 
to demonstrate that state violence against Black bodies remains public spectacle in America. 
The political pundit, Charles Pierce, offered the pointed observation that leaving Brown’s 
body was akin to what totalitarians regimes do when they want to demonstrate the exercise of 


state power through public execution: 


Dictators leave bodies in the street. Petty local satraps leave bodies in the street. Warlords 
leave bodies in the street. Those are the places where they leave bodies in the street, as 
object lessons, or to make a point, or because there isn’t the money to take bodies away and 


burn them, or because nobody give a damn whether they are there or not. 


Just three months later, on 22 November 2014, twelve-year-old Tamir Rice was playing with 
a toy gun at the Cudell Recreation Center, a park in the City of Cleveland’s Public Works 
Department, when Timothy Loehmann, a twenty-six-year-old white police officer, responded 
to a 911 call of a man brandishing a gun at the park by shooting and killing Rice almost 
immediately upon entering the park. In her masterly dissection of such police brutality, the 
scholar Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor depicted the ever-growing list of deadly state violence 
against Black bodies as ubiquitous and nearly routine: 


Mike Brown was walking down the street. Eric Garner was standing on the comer. Rekia 
Boid was in a park with friends. Trayvon Martin was walking with a bag of Skittles and a 
can of iced tea. Sean Ball was leaving a bachelor party, anticipating his marriage the 
following day. Amadou Diallo was getting home from work. Their deaths, and the killings 
of so many others like them, prove that sometimes simply being Black can make you a 
suspect — or get you killed.° 


Although African American make up only 12 per cent of the population, Black victims 
account for 23 per cent of the 1,003 people shot and killed by law enforcement in 2019.4 

After the murder of Trayvon Martin in 2012, Black Lives Matter organized national 
protests in response to state and anti-Black violence. As a summer of national protest erupted 
over George Floyd’s murder, so did the state violence against both joumalists and Black 
Lives Matter protestors. Between 26 May and 2 June 2020 alone, there were 148 incidents of 
state police violence and arrests against both domestic and international journalists while 
they were covering the protest for George Floyd. In one particularly bad incident causing 
lasting damage, police shot Linda Tirado, a photojournalist covering the protests in 
Minneapolis, with a ‘less-lethal’ round resulting in the permanent loss of her left eye. Other 
cases of police brutality against journalists with visible press badges involved rubber bullets, 
tear gas, pepper spray at close distance directly into the face, claims of physical brutality with 
shields and batons, pushing, punching and throwing journalists to the concrete, and one 
disquieting incident of police shooting a journalist full of pepper bullets while still being live 
on TV as she gave the on-air live exclamation, ‘I’m getting shot!’ 

While violence against journalists has increased globally since 2010, such state-sanctioned 
domestic violence by police against free speech and journalism in the United States earned 
much scrutiny, causing the countries of Germany, Australia and Turkey to offer official 
public calls that America respect press freedom. ‘It’s been shocking to all of us because of 
the scale of the violence’, admitted Robert Mahoney, the deputy executive director of the 
Committee to Protect Journalists. 


We’ ve now recorded more than 300 press-freedom violations in the past week of which the 
majority are attacks, physical assaults . . . and I hate to use the word unprecedented, but it is 
certainly something no one has seen probably since the 1960s when you had the civil rights 


movement, and violent repression of protests in which journalists were also caught up.” 


More egregious still was the state violence against antiracist protestors, as one database 
documented at least 950 instances of police brutality against civilians and journalists across 
the country during the five months of summer 2020 protests. In Portland alone, police spent 
more than $117,500 on teargas and ‘less-lethal’ munitions during just a six-week period. In 
one of the lasting cases of state violence, police shot the protestor Donavan La Bella with a 
‘less-lethal’ munition that fractured his skull and left him with a severe injury requiring him 
to make ongoing and urgent hospital visits. ‘It’s like nonstop brutality. . . . the trauma is 
massive for a lot of people’, said Tai Carpenter, board president of Don’t Shoot Portland. 
‘Not only that when you’re protesting violence to be met with violence . . . but also the fact 
that during COVID we’re all isolated, a lot of people have to adjust to a new way of living, 
their livelihoods are affected and now they’re realizing that their civil liberties do not matter 
at all.’® It is critical to note that none of these acts of state violence are random, rare or 
committed in isolation by solitary ‘bad apple’ cops, but rather they are part of a sustained and 
systematic system of anti-Black and anti-Brown violence that has been historically consistent 
as a violent expression of carceral state power. 

Of course, this history of anti-Blackness and state violence does not exist in Steven 
Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature nor does any mention of state violence directed at 
Black Americans. ’ Instead, Pinker takes a ‘colour-blind’ narrative as critically integral to his 
claim of a post—civil rights era that represents a ‘New Peace’ symbolic of a less-violent post- 
1965 Western civilization. To begin this traditionally Whiggish reflection on what he terms 
the ‘rights revolution’ from the 1950s to the 1980s, Steven Pinker opens with an apocryphal 
narrative that the banning of grade-school playground dodgeball is a vital symbol of a new 
nonviolent age stemming from the rights revolution. For Pinker, this firvolous opening 
analogy about grade-school games definitively signals that ‘yes, the fate of dodgeball is yet 
another sign of the historical decline of violence.’ By drawing on Federal Bureau of 
Investigation reports of lynching and hate crime statistics, as well as polls showing a wider 
acceptance of school integration and interracial marriage, Pinker offers a few cherry-picked 
statistics that ignore the well-known and much publicized history of persistent state violence 
since 1965. Instead, Pinker cavalierly concludes that the demise of dodgeball ‘is part of a 
current in which Western culture has been extending its distaste for violence farther and 
farther down the magnitude scale’ from global war and genocide to ‘rioting, lynching and 
hate crimes’ so that the universal expansion of peaceful existence ‘has spread to vulnerable 
classes of victims that in earlier era fell outside the circle of protection, such as racial 
minorities, women, children, homosexuals, and animals. The ban on dodgeball is 
weathervane for these winds of change’.® 

Pinker’s narrative on the decline of violence relies upon an intellectual leap that scholars 


have identified as a post—civil rights ‘race neutral’ framing that situates the victories of the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights of 1965 as the inauguration of a less-violent 
and colour-blind era. Adherents to this colour-blind and a-world-less-violent narrative, such 
as Pinker, argue that racism and the racial violence that upholds it are no longer systemic, but 
rather narrowed to isolated incidents, individual ‘bad apples’ and increasingly rare. ‘After 
1965’, Pinker happily declares, ‘opposition to civil rights was moribund, anti-black riots 
were a distant memory and terrorism against blacks no longer received support from any 
significant community . . . . they have become a blessedly rare phenomenon in modern 
America’ .? 

When addressing matters of criminal justice at all, Pinker advances one of the most 
dismissed tropes of racialized criminalization by citing the rising incarceration rate after 1965 
as one of his positive factors to make his argument that rape has declined — because ‘first- 
time rapists’ have been put ‘behind bars’.!? When he does take up race and policing, Pinker 
does not see such encounters as violent, but rather he d ismisses racial profiling as a trivial 
matter. Pinker compares the ‘lynching, night raids, anti-Black pogroms, and physical 
intimidation at the ballot box’ of the Jim Crow South to ‘a typical battle of today’, which 
‘may consist of African American drivers pulled over more often on the highways’, which he 
sees aS more a nuisance than a threat of violence. Apparently unable to help himself, Pinker 
then blithely adds in parenthesis that ‘when Clarence Thomas described his successful but 
contentious 1991 Supreme Court confirmation hearing as a “high-tech lynching,” it was the 
epitome of tastelessness but also a sign of how far we have come’.!! Such a framing of events 
obfuscates the persistent and growing power of state violence as a function of racial 
elimination. !* 

Writing in 2016, UCLA historian Robin D. G. Kelley revealed how language has been used 
to obfuscate state sanctioned violence. For example, the media frequently used the term 
‘thug’ to criminalize Michael Brown, rather than see Brown’s death at the hands of police as 
an act of state violence. ‘What this sanitized national narrative occludes, are the chief issues 
that gave rise to the Civil Rights Movement in the first place: the violent subjugation of 
Black people by the state and its vigilante allies; taxation without representation and the 
denial of the franchise through terror and administrative means; and a government-dominated 
racial economy that suppressed Black wages, dispossessed Black people of land and 
property, excluded them from equal public accommodations, and subsidized white privilege 
by way of taxation. Violence held this precarious system together.’ !* And, as this chapter will 
demonstrate, violence continues to uphold post-1965 systematic racism through the state 
instruments of mass incarceration and racialized policing that amount to a persistent and 
ongoing pattern of carceral violence. This chapter takes up race and persistent and virulent 
patterns of state violence through the lens of carceral state scholar Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s apt 
definition of systematic racism: ‘Racism, specifically, is the state-sanctioned or extralegal 
production and exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death.’!? In 
contrast to Pinker’s brand of dismissiveness, Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s analysis of Black 


Lives Matter makes a more astute argument that the modern-day criminal justice system 
enacts state violence to achieve post-1965 anti-Blackness. This chapter analyses police 
brutality and mass incarceration by taking up Taylor’s argument that ‘the focus on “state 
violence” strategically pivots away from a conventional analysis that would reduce racism to 
the intentions and actions of the individuals involved. The declaration of “state violence” 
legitimizes the corollary demand for state action.’'* To counter Pinker’s overly buoyant 
declaration that ending playground games of dodgeball is testament to a new era of universal 
non-violence, this chapter contends that post-1965 anti-Black and anti-Brown violence is 
continued through the full power of America’s carceral states. 

In Caging Borders and Carceral States: Incarcerations, Immigration Detentions, and 
Resistance, I define carceral states as follows: ‘we, use the term “carceral states” to explore 
how geographical differences, regional histories, individual prison practices, state laws, and 
local responses to immigration and incarceration constructed a complicated carceral network 
that fused together a variety of actors at the state, local, regional, national, and even 
transnational levels.’!? Put more directly, carceral networks are the interconnected and 
interlocking array of punitive tools of the state. These tools include policing, courts and 
sentencing guidelines, the prison, the parole and probation system, and immigration 
enforcement, detention and deportation. In the US context, these interlocking state powers 
are known as the ‘policing powers’ of the states, as enumerated as ‘residual powers’ in the 
Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, which granted exclusive control over prisons and 
policing to the individual states.'? Through the powers of US federalism, the carceral states 
of mass incarceration and racialized policing make America’s city streets a less safe and 
more violent place where many an angel would fear to tread. 


Racialized policing and urban uprisings 


Police violence, especially police brutality against Black and brown people, represents a 
silence, if not outright dismissal, in The Better Angels of Our Nature. In his assessment of 
‘race riots’ of the mid-1960s in Los Angeles, Newark, Detroit and other cities, Pinker ignores 
that all of these urban uprisings were due to incidents of police brutality, which reflected 
what the historian Simon Balto characterizes as a long-standing historical practice where ‘the 
local-level policing apparatus became thoroughly racialized, profoundly discriminatory, and 
deeply punitive’.!® The history of policing in Chicago reveals how liberal reforms resulted in 
an accelerated policing capacity aimed against Black communities with the full force of state 
violence. 

As Balto demonstrates in his study of policing in Chicago from Red Summer (1919) to 
Black Power (1969), state violence against Black neighbourhoods was a consistent mark of 
urban policing across the twentieth century. Beginning with the 1919 race riots of urban 
whites terrorizing Black communities, the Chicago Police Department (CPD) stood idly by 
as the violence ensued as ‘members of the CPD repeatedly proved themselves to be 
defenders of whiteness and the color line, rather than protectors of all life and livelihood.’ !® 


Following Red Summer, the CPD operated in concert with Chicago’s organized crime during 
the 1920s and 1930s to centre crime and vice in Black neighbourhoods, which demonstrated 
that the CPD’s purpose was not to protect Black life, but to aggressively police it. When 
police turned to the crime that was concentrated in Black neighbourhoods, they increased 
their political power within Chicago’s democratic machine politics. Out of that political 
arrangement, policing in Black neighbourhoods was predictably violent. Typical of such pre- 
1965 state violence included an incident where a police interrogation involved ‘police 
officers strapping a prisoner to a chair, pulling his head back by the hair, and striking his 
Adam’s apple with a blackjack (three times) with such force that “blood spurted half way 
across the room”’. In another police interrogation, several officers drove a Black suspect to a 
local dentist who ‘selected an old dull drilling burr and began slowly drilling into the pump 
chamber of a lower rear molar in the region of a nerve’ until the suspect ‘confessed’.?° 

Horrified by such routine, everyday acts of state violence, the Civil Rights Congress 
delivered a petition to the United Nations Genocide Convention in 1951 with the blaring title 
“We Charge Genocide: The Historic Petition to the United Nations for Relief from a Crime of 
the United States Government Against the Negro people’. Delivered by Paul Robeson and 
William Patterson, ‘We Charge Genocide’ was a book-length treatise documenting and 
decrying racial violence in the United States. Nearly 100 civil rights organizers and well- 
known intellectuals signed the petition, which cited segregation, lynching and police brutality 
as evidence of systematic racism against Black people in America. Framing police brutality 
as genocidal violence, civil rights organizations of the early 1950s held that state violence 
had just as much power to inculcate racial inequality as did Jim Crow-era lynching. 


Once the classic method of lynching was the rope. Now it is the policeman’s bullet. To 
many an American the police are the government, certainly its most visible representative. 
We submit that the evidence suggests that the killing of Negroes has become police policy 
in the United States and that police policy is the most practical expression of government 


policy.! 


In response to such strong criticism, the Chicago Police Department hired the reformer 
Orlando W. Wilson in 1960 ‘to help stabilize a reeling police department’.** Initially, Wilson 
attempted to bridge the widening gap between policing and Black communities through the 
implementation of such reforms as the ‘Officer Friendly’ programme, which put police 
officers into direct contact with schoolchildren, and community relations workshops where 
police and the community could dialogue. But as ‘a stern law-and-order proponent’, Wilson 
launched ‘aggressive preventive patrol’ and an attendant stop-and-seize programme, later 
becoming stop-and-frisk, after the 1961 Supreme Court decision in Mapp v. Ohio bared 
evidence obtained via unreasonable search and seizure. Wilson then turned to crime rates to 
construct a statistical rationale for the expansion of his department when he ‘revolutionized 
the collecting and reporting of crime statistics-most importantly, by reporting attempted 
crimes rather than simply executed crimes’. This statistical ‘feedback loop’, as Balto names 
it, purposefully engineered an increase in the city’s crime rate, which then substantiated the 


need to fund, and thereby grow, more urban policing. From 1965 to 1970, the number of 
CPD’s patrolling officers grew by 25 per cent, and their funding doubled from $90 million in 
1965 to $190 million in 1970.*° ‘It’s a misconception that police simply enforce laws as they 
are’, Balto concludes, ‘rather, they routinely define the very nature and word of those 
laws’.** As the metric for successful police reform was arrests, the ‘aggressive preventive 
patrol’ made arrests ‘the strategy’s entire point’. 

As a spate of new historical studies of urban policing in New York, San Francisco and Los 
Angeles makes abundantly clear, police reform and the targeting of Black communities 
occurred in tandem in cities everywhere.*? Not only was police violence in urban centres 
rampant, but it was also consistently violent across the twentieth century. Everyday police 
brutality eventually stewed over, leading to urban rebellion during a wave of political 
violence during the late 1960s. The period that Pinker associates with ‘a New Peace’ of non- 
violence is, in fact, bookended by two of the nation’s most well-known urban uprisings — 
notably, Los Angeles’s Watts rebellion of 1965 and the LA uprising of 1992. As with most of 
the urban uprisings in America during the twentieth century, these street rebellions were 
precipitated by years of unaccountable state violence through police brutality and street 
execution. As Max Felker-Kantor demonstrates in his study of policing in Los Angeles, 
police shootings of Black people have historically received neither justice nor accountability. 
In the year leading up to the 1965 Watts rebellion, the Los Angeles Police Department 
(LAPD) ‘committed sixty-four homicides of which sixty-two were ruled justifiable. In 
twenty-seven of the cases, the victim was shot in the back; twenty-five of the suspects were 
unarmed; and four had committed no crime when shot’.*° Unmasking ‘justifiable homicide’ 
as racist state violence and outright murder becomes starkly frightening when we consider 
the LAPD’s 77th Street Station’s commonly used the acronym LSMFT, standing for ‘Let’s 
shoot a motherfucker tonight. Got your nigger knocker all shined up?’*’ Such sentiments 
weren’t isolated to a few ‘bad apples’ but were widely shared by the LAPD as a whole and at 
the very top of the department. Indeed, no less than the infamous LAPD Chief (1950-65), 
William Parker, considered urban policing as a ‘domestic war’ where police represent ‘a thin 
blue line of defense . . . upon which we must depend to defend the invasion from within’ .7° 

The open disdain for Black life through the abuse of urban policing is not solely 
attributable to ‘get tough’ and ‘law and order’ conservatives. As Policing Los Angeles 
demonstrates, the mayoralty of liberal African American Mayor Tom Bradley (1973-93) 
ended with the Rodney King beating by four police officers, which was the spark that lit fire 
to Los Angeles’s 1992 urban rebellion. Despite liberal attempts at such reforms as 
‘procedural fairness, better police-community relations, and more training, that sought to 
soften the power of the police’, police brutality persisted because not even the Black liberal 
long-time Mayor Bradley attempted to ‘fundamentally alter the basic power relations 
between the police and the city government on the on the one hand and black and brown 
communities on the other’.*? This failure of political will ultimately resulted in Rodney 
King’s beating at the hands of several police officers with batons as one of the officers 


instructed his fellow officers to ‘hit his joints, hit the wrists, hit his elbows, hit his knees, hit 
his ankles’. That the city exploded in unrest on the news of the acquittal of the police officers 
in the summer of 1992 should come as no surprise — as scholars of carceral states have shown 
that what happened in Los Angeles in 1992 should be understood not as a lawless ‘riot’, but 
rather as a street rebellion against a criminal justice system that allowed anti-Black violence 
to continue unabated as justified lawfulness. Considering policing power’s ability to make 
Black life disposable without legal consequence, Felker-Kantor concludes that historically 
the police retain what he named as ‘the monopoly on legitimate violence’. ‘Because the 
monopoly over the means of violence was core element of the police power’, Felker-Kantor 
concluded, ‘it enabled the LAPD to aggressively discipline perceived threats to social order, 
and, in the process, produce and enforce a hierarchical racial order’ .°° 

Pinker, however, dismisses urban uprisings as evidence of Black criminality and not as a 
function of state violence. ‘African Americans were the rioters’, Pinker reminds his readers, 
‘rather than the targets, death tolls were low (most rioters themselves killed by the police) 
and virtually all the targets were property rather than people. After 1950 the United States 


had no riots that singled out a race or ethnic group’.*! First of all, such a dismissal ignores 
white rioting during the 1950s and again in the 1970s, when urban northern whites responded 
to racial integration of their schools and neighbourhoods with widespread violence, including 
a slew of virulent ‘neighbourhood’ incidents of urban white riots during 1950s—1960s 
Chicago and when ‘anti-bussers’ in 1970s Boston threw rocks at school buses filled with 


Black children.°* Second, it dismisses Black urban unrest as rootless criminality, rather than 
understand ‘riots’ as what Martin Luther King called ‘the voice of the unheard’ where 
frustrated responses to ongoing police brutality can be better understood through the lens of 
pitched battles over political violence. 

Following King’s assassination in Memphis, Tennessee, on 4 April 1968, there were more 
than 125 Black urban uprisings that ended with over 15,000 police arrests and 50 deaths. As 
the Yale historian Elizabeth Hinton points out, the violence did not end there, but crested 
over four years in a wave of unrest. ‘In the years that followed (1968-72)’, Hinton reminds 
us, ‘at least 960 segregated black communities witnessed 2,310 separate incidents of what 
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journalists and state security officials described as “disturbances”, “uprisings”, “rebellions”, 
“melees”, “eruptions”, or “riots”. As in Minneapolis today, this type of collective violence 
almost always started with contact between residents and the frontline representatives of the 
state—the police—and then quickly moved on to other institutions’.*? In light of ongoing 
struggles over policing, Hinton argued that historians should interpret post-1965 street 
violence in relationship to sustained and ubiquitous police brutality and ‘not as a wave of 
criminality, but as a period of sustained political violence’.** 

While the policing apparatus was already a time-tested machine for racial oppression 
before 1965, the federal government responded to urban unrest by declaring a new War on 
Crime that provided federal money to militarize police departments. The LAPD, for instance, 
saw its police budget double from $88.7 million in 1966—7 to $198.5 million by 1972, which 


‘helped facilitate the LAPD’s adoption of riot control plans, military hardware, and 


computerized systems.’*° As part of a post-Vietnam embrace of domestic urban warfare, 
Chief Daryle Gates initiated the Special Weapons and Tactics (SWAT) unit, which drew on 
Los Angeles’ proximity to California’s defence industries. Gates’ initiative led to the 
incorporation of military-style hardware, including tear gas and grenades, semi-automatic 
rifles, armoured vehicles and surveillance helicopters into the armamentarium of the LAPD, 
and to train the new SWAT units with tactical riot gear that turned beat police officers into 
deadly snipers. Meanwhile, from the air, the LAPD initiated a sky surveillance programme 
called Air Support to Regular Operations (ASTRO) where police helicopters roared over the 
city to claim a domestic policing victory that the US military could not earn in Vietnam.*© 

While Pinker points to the decline of warfare in a post-1945 ‘New Peace’, urban policing 
after 1965 saw themselves in a pitched campaign of ‘urban guerrilla warfare’. As a SWAT 
leader succinctly put it, “Those people out there — the radicals, the revolutionaries, and the 
cop haters — are damned good at using shotguns and bombs, and setting up ambushes. We’ve 
got to be better.’°” By 1982, at the height of the ‘War on Drugs’, 59 per cent of cities with a 
population above 50,000 had a SWAT unit, but by 1995, 89 per cent of such cities boasted a 
SWAT unit to wage domestic campaigns of wars on crime and drugs and, ultimately, wars on 
Black and brown people.*® As an outgrowth of this militarized mentality to turn domestic 
policing into urban guerrilla warfare, Felkor-Kantor’s study of the LAPD concludes that 
‘Anti-riot legislation, elite paramilitary units, and riot control plans enabled the LAPD to 
expand its capacity to operate as a military-style counterinsurgency force’.°? 

The post-1965 ‘new wars’ on crime, drugs and terrorism, as opposed to the supposed ‘New 
Peace’ that Pinker asserts, didn’t stop at the US border. During the height of the Cold War in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the American government exported policing as global counterinsurgent 
campaigns and constructed a transnational calculation where Cold War military tactics and 
Strategies returned home to make a ‘War on Crime’ against people perceived as domestic 
insurgents in urban guerrilla warfare. In his study of this transnational connection, the Johns 
Hopkins sociologist Stuart Schrader puts it aptly: ‘Across the globe, counterinsurgency was 
policing. At home, policing was counterinsurgency.’*? Out of this arrangement of aggressive 
policing against Black and Brown communities arose mass incarceration and the carceral 
violence that comes with caging people. 


The violence of mass incarceration 


Mass incarceration is the post-1965 increase of the US prison population from 200,000 
people to the modern-day prison population of 2.3 million and over 6.1 million under 
auspices of the carceral state through prisons, jails, probation and parole. To control that 
immense population, the carceral state in America now comprises 1,719 state prisons, 102 
federal prisons, 2,259 juvenile correctional facilities, 3,283 local jails, 79 Indian Country jails 
and over 200 immigration detention facilities.41 While Pinker posits that the post-1965 world 
represents a less-violent ‘New Peace’, the flip side of civil rights revolutions has been state 
violence through mass incarceration and policing. Mass incarceration is a coercive state 


response to the civil rights revolution that reached an unprecedented and dramatic zenith in 
2016 with 2.3 million incarcerated citizens.** 

Historians Naomi Murakawa and Elizabeth Hinton offer histories of 1960s-era liberalism 
that collectively advanced an earlier periodization for mass incarceration than Nixonian 
America where th e Great Society’s anti-poverty programmes contributed as much to the War 
on Crime as the concurrent War on Poverty.*? In her evaluation of the Law Enforcement 
Administration Agency and its programmes, Hinton demonstrates that liberals pursued ‘get 
tough’ on crime measures even as the Johnson Administration built crime surveillance 
programmes into its anti-poverty measures. Both the Kennedy and Johnson Administrations 
(1961-9), according to Hinton, associated poverty with civil unrest and urban riots with 
crime. What made the subsequent mass incarceration so inevitable, however, was not simply 
that Johnson signed the 1968 Safe Street and Crime Act, but that Johnson’s anti-poverty 
programmes established federal power in local urban spaces that stripped Black communities 
of decision-making and any significant role they might play in how their communities could 
address poverty and reduce crime. 

Strikingly, the US incarceration rate remained stable from the 1920s to 1970s. Following 
the civil rights movement of the 1960s, however, the US incarceration rate more than 
quadrupled over the past four decades. This historically unprecedented incarceration rate 
draws disproportionately from minority and poor communities. When the Supreme Court 
handed down the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, African American men went to 
prison at four times the rate of white men. Today that number has nearly doubled to seven 
times the rate of white men. By 2010, the incarceration rate was 2,207 for African 
Americans, 966 for Latinx and 380 for whites. Nearly sixty 60 per cent of the 2.3 million 
people in prison are African American or Latinx (858,000 Blacks and 464,000 Hispanics). 
The incarceration rates for African Americans are seven times the rate of whites, while 
Hispanics are incarcerated at three times the rate for non-Hispanic whites.*+ The historical 
context, as Heather Thompson makes clear in her seminal article ‘Why Mass Incarceration 
Matters’, is that from the Great Depression to the Great Society the number of people in 
federal and state prisons increased by 52,249 (1935-70), while in the post—civil rights era 
(1970-2005) the number of incarcerated people in US prisons and jails increased by 1.2 
million.*° Despite the civil rights revolution that eradicated Jim Crow segregation 
legislatively, the subsequent era of mass incarceration has tured the gains of the civil rights 
era into another age of severe racial disparity.*© 

With mass incarceration comes an increased capacity for state violence, as the prison has 
historically been a space where corporal punishment against prisoner bodies remained the 
primary disciplinary tool. Unlike Pinker’s colour-blind narrative that ends civil rights 
activism against white supremacy and inequality with the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 
1965, the development of Black Power expanded critiques of racial inequality to include 
Black poverty, northern urban segregation and police brutality. As Black Power activism of 
the late 1960s and early 1970s critiqued policing as systematic racism, prisoners looked to 
groups like the Black Panther Party to make the collective argument that prisons and policing 


were indeed violent instruments of white supremacy. During the 1960s and 1970s, prisoners 
made concrete demands to improve their immediate living and working conditions, which 
were generally deplorable, even as they simultaneously made claims that, as people under the 
full auspices of state control, they were entitled to both constitutional protections as citizens 
and basic human rights. Nationally, prison uprisings mirrored the urban unrest during the late 
1960s as there were five prison uprisings in 1967, fifteen in 1968, twenty-seven in 1970, 
thirty-seven in 1971 and forty-eight in 1972 — the most prison uprisings in any year in US 
history. 

The prison uprising that earned the most media attention during this period was the Attica 
uprising from 9 to 11 September 1971. On 9 September 1971, 1,281 prisoners at Attica 
Correctional Facility in Attica, New York, took control of the prison’s D-yard, where they 
held thirty-nine prison guards and employees hostage during a tense stand-off with 
authorities that lasted nearly a week. While the immediate cause of the takeover was a 
struggle between a guard and a prisoner, politicized prisoners quickly organized into a 
collective democratic expression that organized fellow prisoners, protected the hostages, 
issued a list of grievances and called for thirty-three external observers to visit the prison. 
Many of the Attica prisoners’ demands were practical ones: an end to unpaid or underpaid 
forced labour and respect for prisoners’ basic legal and human rights. After four days of 
negotiations, Governor Nelson Rockefeller, who had risen to fame with tough-on-crime 
policies, ordered state police and national guardsmen to retake the prison. 

In her gripping narrative, Heather Ann Thompson’s Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison 
Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy demonstrates that the state’s retaking of the prison cemented 
state violence as the response to prisoners’ demands for more humane treatment. Helicopters 
above the prison unleashed a thick fog of gas that caused ‘tearing, nausea, and retching’ and 
rendered the rebelling prisoners easy captives. But instead of rounding up the retching 
inmates, police and guardsmen — who after days of anxious waiting were now ‘buzzing from 
a toxic cocktail of hatred, fear, and aggression’ — unl eashed a barrage of fire from hundreds 
of guns. “The bullets were coming like rain’, one prisoner said. Neither rebelling prisoners 
nor hostages were spared. In one chilling example, Thompson describes how four bullets 


ripped through guard and hostage Mike Smith’s ‘stomach, dead center right between his 
navel and genitals, exploded upon impact, which sent shrapnel downward to his spine’.*” 
Joined by state police, correctional officers, local sheriffs and park police, the assembled 
siege ‘removed their identification badges’ and forcibly stormed the prison with batons 
swinging. Once the prison was retaken, prisoners were stripped naked, made to crawl through 
the mud and then proceeded through a police line where they were beaten with clubs. 
Perceived leaders of the uprising fared far worse, however. Thompson recounts how some of 
them were tortured for hours, sodomized with foreign objects and forced to play shotgun 
roulette. Sam Melville, whom witnesses claim survived the initial assault, was then executed 
point-blank. Much of this torture was racially motivated. One state trooper, for example, 
bragged of shooting a Black prisoner and then giving a White Power salute. The bloody 
assault ended with forty-three people dead — thirty-three prisoners and ten correctional 


employees who had been held as hostages — and eighty-nine wounded. 

Despite this appalling demonstration of state violence, Rockefeller’s government succeeded 
in preventing the public from learning that nearly all casualties were caused by state forces 
storming the prison, not by the prisoners. Indeed, the state would undertake a conspiracy to 
blame the deaths on the prisoners to paint them as butchers and discredit their political 
demands. At every turn of the investigation, the state — from the prison administrators to the 
state police to Governor Nelson Rockefeller — denies the surviving prisoners and the public 
the dignity of truth and full accountability. None of the men had died from knife wounds, for 
instance, even though state officials initially convinced the press, even the venerable New 
York Times, to publish that the throats of hostages had been slashed by inmates. Worse was 
the official claim and falsely reported story that prison guard Mike Smith had been castrated 
by Frank ‘Big Black’ Smith and had his testicles stuffed in his mouth, when, instead, Smith 
had been shot four times by troopers, and ‘Big Black’, who survived the assault, had 
subsequently been brutally tortured as state troopers and Corrections Officers placed a 
football under his chin and threatened him under pain of death not to let the ball drop as his 
naked body was beaten and sodomized with a screwdriver. When describing such state 
torture, Frank Smith tearfully told a courtroom during the Attica Brothers Legal Defense civil 
suit trial that, years later, he still felt ‘just pain, unbearable pain. .. . I’m just, I’m full of 
pain’.*° Heather Thompson concludes that such violence served as notice to American 
politicians that the project of mass incarceration was both deeply anti-Black and inherently 
violent. 

‘To countless white Americans in particular’, Thompson concludes, ‘Attica suggested that 
it was now time to rein in “those” black and brown people who had been so vocally 
challenging authority and pushing the civil rights envelope’.*? The aftermath of the state’s 
violence at Attica had created ‘an anti-civil-rights and anti-rehabilitative ethos’ such that ‘any 
politician who wanted money for his or her district had learned that the way to get it was by 
expanding the local criminal just apparatus and by making it far more punitive’.°° Today the 
prison massacre at Attica in the late summer of 1971, and the subsequent governmental 
cover-up, is a well-known moment in the history of violence in modern America. Nowhere in 
his over 800-page book, however, does Pinker even acknowledge, much less ponder, this 
painful event. 

Moreover, state violence can be found not only in sensational and well-covered incidents 
such as Attica, but through the prison’s power to exact everyday violence as a tool of 
punitive racial discipline. In my own work, We Are Not Slaves: State Violence, Coerced 
Labor, and Prisoners’ Rights in Postwar America | offer a historical narrative of state 
violence in southern prisons from 1945 to 1990, particularly in Texas, where the prison 
system itself is an inherently violent space that consciously changes the shape, form and 
modalities of its punishment regime as a way to perpetually reproduce new arrangements of 
carceral violence and power. We Are Not Slaves draws upon court documents, affidavits, 
depositions, prisoner letters and over sixty oral histories to excavate how prison violence was 
state-orchestrated. I argue that the social structure of prison violence in the American South, 


particularly Texas, rendered prisoners to a state-orchestrated system of ‘double enslavement 
—a slave for the state in prison fields and an enslaved body and servant within prison cells’.°! 

In Texas, the subject of my book, prisoner field drivers drew on the slave heritage of East 
Texas cotton plantations to drive the work of fellow prisoners. But within the prison, the 
prison administration deputized prisoners to act as guards, employing coercive and violent 
means to maintain control over the prisoner population. While prisoners worked the fields as 
coerced slave labour, privileged prisoners known as ‘building tenders’ constructed an internal 
slave trade economy where they bought and sold the bodies of other prisoners as sexual 
slaves, subjects of coerced and often violent rape, and as domestic cell servants. During most 
of the twentieth century, the Texas prison administration allowed these selected prisoners to 
openly carry hand-made weapons so that they could insure prisoner discipline and 
administrative control. In return for their service, the prison administration provided these 
prisoners with certain privileges that allowed them control over the prison’s system sub rosa 
internal economy. The prisoners whom the prison system placed in charge also ran an 
internal prison economy in which money, food, human beings, reputations, favours and sex 
all became commodities to be bought and sold. The building tender system was a hierarchical 
labour regime that constituted a vicious sex trade in which building tenders were given the 
tacit approval from the prison administration to use their power to rape other prisoners and 
engage in the buying and selling of prisoner bodies as a sexual commodity that signified 
cultural standing and societal power. In courtroom testimony to expose how the building 
tender system operated, one prisoner offered his astute estimation that connected such prison 
economies to state-orchestrated violence: 


See the whole thing [the building tender system] is a pretty physically-based thing. It’s a 
very predatory system and this, I think, is a very important thing to note, that predatory is 
the common denominator for all of it. The strong prey upon the weak, and the weak are in a 


terrible position. . . . If they succumb to the predation, it only gets worse, and predation is 


social, it’s sexual; it’s economic.°2 


Despite the fact that Pinker published The Better Angels of Our Nature during the very height 
of mass incarceration, his account offers no reflection at all on the ways in which America’s 
prisons were spaces suffused with rapacious sexual and everyday violence as a critical 
function of state power and racial degradation. 


The death penalty as state violence 


Finally, Steven Pinker is also blind to state executions as a source of deadly violence in the 
past and the present. In Pinker’s world view, the decline of the lynching of Black American 
men as common public spectacle has rendered racially motivated hate crimes as having 
‘fallen into the statistical noise’, yet his work remains conspicuously silent on the death 
penalty and state executions.°* Before 1945, state executions in the United States arose in 
tandem with lynching as a violent tool to achieve Jim Crow and white supremacy. Between 


1608 and 1945, states executed African Americans at the rate of half of all executions, 
although Southern states executed African American men at the rate of nearly 75 per cent. 
From the American Revolution to the Civil War, ‘more than 66% of all executions occurred 
in the South and almost 80% in the South and Border states in combination’.** Study after 
study on the death penalty in the United States before 1945 characterizes state execution as 
one of ‘the worst legacies of a criminal justice system that came to maturity as an instrument 
of Jim Crow racial subjugation’.°° Lynching and state executions therefore worked in tandem 
together over time to produce the public association that linked Blackness to violent 
criminality, racial inferiority and inhuman immorality that made Black life itself something 
that white society refused to respect.°© As Seth Kotch puts it in his study of state executions 
in North Carolina, ‘lynching functioned like law’ but ‘the law also functioned like lynching: 
subjugating, constraining, and disrupting Black communities’.?” 

When, on 30 June 1972, the US Supreme Court rendered its 5-4 ruling on the case of 
Furman v. Georgia, it simultaneously created a national moratorium on the death penalty 
while opening the door for individual states to widen their use of capital punishment. On the 
one hand, Justice Potter Stewart’s often-quoted concurring opinion that state executions were 
‘cruel and unusual in the same way being struck by lightning was cruel and unusual’ cited 
race in these cases as that which ‘can be discerned for the selection of these few to be 
sentenced to die’, while simultaneously concluding that ‘racial discrimination has not been 
proved’.°® On the other hand, the Furman decision allowed individual states to craft new laws 
that would retain capital punishment if they could satisfy the Eighth Amendment to the 
Constitution through the removal of arbitrary and discriminatory sentencing. Rather than 
initiate a new wave of human empathy, Furman instead initiated a renewed political furore 
for capital punishment. To cite but one example, a Harris Poll showed that more people (59 
per cent in 1972 vs 48 per cent in 1969), not less, supported the death penalty immediately 
following the Furman decision.°? It only took six months for Florida to restore the death 
penalty, and within three years, by 1975, thirty-one states once again instituted capital 
punishment by creating separate processes for conviction and sentencing, which was upheld 
by the Supreme Court in 1976 in Gregg v. Georgia. 

Since 1975, states with the death penalty have put to death 1,526 people. About one-third 
of those put to death have been African American people. Southern states remain most likely 
to put people to death, accounting for 1,245 of state executions, and Texas alone has put to 
death 569 people. More than 8,500 people have been sentenced to death since the 1970s. 
Although rates of execution have declined since 1965, it remains a symbolic and violent 
expression of the carceral state’s power to eliminate people of colour. A recent study offers 
some telling statistics: ‘Between 1976 and 2013, only seventeen white people were executed 
for killing a Black person while 230 black people were executed for killing a white person; 
black people were put to death more than twice as often for killing a white person (230 
executions) than for killing a black person (108 executions).’°! The political fervour for the 
death penalty since the 1970s continues to link Blackness with criminality and Black life as 


disposable. Rather than initiate a ‘New Peace’ of human empathy, the reimposition of the 


death penalty after 1975 reminds us of historian Seth Kotch’s conclusion that ‘any history of 


the death penalty is a history of failure’.© 


Since 2010, nearly two dozen meticulously researched historical studies have clearly 
demonstrated beyond a doubt that racism and violence are endemic in the American criminal 
justice system. From urban policing, to border patrols, to mass incarceration, systematized 
violence has not only persisted but has intensified since 1965. To draw again on Ruth Wilson 
Gilmore, this history of persistent violence stemming from mid-to-late twentieth-century 
carceral states in America is indeed ‘state-sanctioned or extralegal production and 
exploitation of group-differentiated vulnerability to premature death’.®* Yet Steven Pinker 
never acknowledges policing and prisons as sites of well-documented racial violence. He 
maintains instead that racial barbarities began to decline after 1965 and have since largely 
ceased in the United States, and blithely cites as a parallel to this happier age of race relations 
the banning of dodge ball, a game played by elementary school children in physical 
education classes. If the events of 2020 have taught us anything, it is that to ignore racialized 
policing, mass incarceration and capital punishment as sites of violence in America today is 
to deny that Black and Brown lives matter. 
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The better angels of which nature? 


Violence and environmental history in the modern world 


Corey Ross 


The Better Angels of Our Nature is an exceptional book: wide-ranging, erudite and enviably 
eloquent. Writing such grand syntheses is a daunting challenge at the best of times, and the 
challenges multiply quickly when transgressing disciplinary boundaries. The need to distil 
complexity and to write about things beyond one’s own expertise makes such books far 
easier to criticize than to write. As the other chapters in this volume show, its core thesis 
about a long-term decline in violence offers plenty of scope for criticism, both conceptually 
and methodologically. 

It might therefore seem churlish to focus on issues that Pinker’s voluminous tome leaves 
out. But as Mark Micale has recently suggested, what the book omits is just as notable as 
what it includes.' Some of the silences reflect its decidedly Western-centric perspective, such 
as the inattention to imperial conquests and wars throughout Asia and Africa. Others stem 
from its narrow conception of violence itself. The focus on physical aggression between 
people offers little scope for considering the ways in which even the most ‘civilized’ (Elias) 
and cooperative societies have continued to engage in — and indeed increased their reliance 
on — other forms of destructive and lethal behaviour that we might equally categorize under 
the heading of ‘violence’. 

How does the recent history of violence look if we include humankind’s treatment of the 
biophysical environment? Despite its 800+ pages, Pinker’s book has little to say about this 
question. It briefly hovers into view when he rejects the idea that climate change poses a 
major threat to international security, and it is touched upon again when citing research which 
suggests that ecological degradation has rarely been a significant factor in recent instances of 
armed conflict.* One simple explanation for why these matters get such short shrift is that 
they would make a long book even longer. A less generous interpretation might be that they 
cast an unwanted shadow on the rosy picture that Pinker wanted to paint. Either way, from 
the perspective of environmental history it is difficult to reconcile the optimistic tone of 


Pinker’s thesis with what we know about recent relations between human societies and the 
rest of the material world. Indeed, an entire generation of research has highlighted how 
processes of industrialization, imperialism, population growth and mass consumption 
wrought unprecedented havoc on the global environment, living and inanimate alike. 

This chapter suggests some of the ways in which we can enrich our understanding of the 
history of violence when we extend our attention to the non-human world. The benefits are 
about more than just covering additional ground, for this expanded focus also provides 
insights into how the treatment of people, environments and resources were interlinked. 
Social and ecological systems are always entangled. All human societies harness energy, take 
in resources and emit wastes, and one of the perennial questions is where the burdens fall and 
how they relate to existing customs, social hierarchies and structures of power. To what 
extent have various forms of exploitation been displaced from people on to other things? 
How do the different temporalities of biophysical and social processes shape patterns of 
violence? What were the cultural, technological and organizational linkages that tied the 
mass killing of people to large-scale environmental intervention? As the following sections 
will show, thinking about such questions not only affords new perspectives on the history of 
violence but also casts doubt on its alleged decline. 


Violence slow and subtle 


Over the past century, people have acquired a degree of control over nature that their 
ancestors could scarcely have imagined. Whether we look at the land, oceans, atmosphere or 
biosphere, the imprint of human activity is ubiquitous. So profound and comprehensive are 
the effects of human intervention as to qualify the recent past as a new era of natural history: 
the so-called Anthropocene.* Most of the processes that have driven this transformation are 
not new; humans have been farming, clearing, mining, hunting and polluting for a long time. 
The novelty lies in the scope and intensity of environmental change, which has amplified 
previously local problems into global ones. Humans have of course benefitted considerably 
from these changes in the form of higher living standards and longer lives (at least for many 
of us). But they also entailed considerable costs, which people have grown increasingly adept 
at shifting on to other things — whether to those less wealthy or powerful than themselves, or 
to the physical environment (or both). Insofar as humans have become masters of nature, 
they have done so by also becoming masters in the art of displacement. 

One of the reasons why environmental interventions are rarely considered to be a form of 
‘violence’ is because the damage they cause is often gradual rather than sudden, unnoticed 
rather than immediately evident. This does not make the effects any less harmful than if they 
happened all at once; if anything, it simply makes them harder to prevent and trickier to 
mitigate once they have started. The creeping, insidious consequences of biodiversity loss, 
soil deterioration, global warming and toxic pollution are far more serious — to humans and to 
other organisms — than the level of attention they attract. Unlike wars or immediate 
humanitarian crises, they do not make for spectacular images in a world of sensation-driven 
twenty-four-hour news cycles. Their comparative ne glect in public discourse is not helped 


by the fact that the worst consequences tend to be borne by poor people, poor countries or 
future generations that lack the political or economic clout to change things. The burdens of 
mass environmental disruption are displaced across space and time, which blunts people’s 
sensitivity to the harm being caused. 

The literary scholar Rob Nixon has given a name to this phenomenon: ‘slow violence’.* It 
is a fitting label that captures what he calls the ‘attritional lethality’ of the multiple 
environmental emergencies that humanity faces, while also highlighting the extent to which 
they are ignored because of the geographically and temporally dispersed nature of the 
consequences.” As Nixon shows, the gradual deterioration of environmental conditions and 
the declining access of local communities to resources have prompted environmental 
activists to give dramatic expression to the otherwise hidden ecological and social crises that 
such groups face. In recent years, scholars have repeatedly highlighted how state or private 
‘development’ initiatives have driven environmental degradation and social inequality by 
sacrificing the health, land or water of local communities to the broader interests of global 
capital or centralized political control. Whenever such initiatives proceed without the 
knowledge or consent of those affected, it has become increasingly common to regard them 
as a form of environmental violence (whether ‘slow’ or otherwise).° 

‘Slow violence’ has manifested itself in a multitude of forms. The history of mineral and oil 
extraction provides more than its share of examples. Over the past century, thousands of rural 
communities around the world have had to live with the harmful by-products of mining 
operations, and many have also had to cope with their toxic legacies long after they shut 
down. In the United States, abandoned mines still discharge around 50 million gallons of 
polluted water per day, which taints nearby ground and surface water supplies with elevated 
levels of heavy metals.’ In China, the boom in rare-earth mining has left behind a denuded 
landscape pocked with toxic tailings pools across much of the south-eastern Jiangxi 
Province, while in inner Mongolia the wastes from the even bigger pits in Bayan Obo leach 
into surrounding watercourses, poisoning local people and animals.® Pollution levels are 
often even higher in many developing countries, where regulation has often been ineffective 
or unenforced. In Gabon, radioactive waste poisoned soil, water and human bodies for miles 
around the Franceville uranium mine, which dumped around 2 million tons of it directly into 
local rivers by 1975.° Contamination from the lead and zinc mine at Kabwe in Zambia, which 
operated almost entirely without regulation from 1902 to 1994, resulted in lead levels in local 
children’s blood up to ten times the recommended maximum.!° The list of examples is long. 

For many of the people living in such places, the discovery of oil or minerals beneath their 
feet has been more a blight than a blessing. Instead of deriving benefits from the riches 
pulled out of the earth, they find themselves victims of a ‘resource curse’. The basic gist of 
this theory, which became widely influential in the 1990s, is that the more a state relies on a 
single abundant mineral resource, the more likely it is to be corrupt, undemocratic and 
militaristic‘! Like all social theories, it is a generalization that does not apply equally 
everywhere; after all, some resource-rich countries have exemplary developmental and 


democratic credentials (Norway, Canada). But throughout much of the world, the pattern is 
striking. The problems are epitomized by the oil industry in Angola, where corruption and 
Opaque payments brought huge profits for multinational oil firms while allowing political 
elites to pocket many of the proceeds for themselves. Most of Angola’s production comes 
from the vast oilfields off the coast of Cabinda, a small exclave separated from the rest of the 
country by a narrow sliver of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Despite its prodigious 
oil wealth, Cabinda has remained one of Angola’s poorest provinces, and its inhabitants have 
received little from oil production apart from plummeting local fish stocks and drilling 
pollution. Indeed, the tensions surrounding oil revenues have only fuelled the secessionist 
struggle that has smouldered in Cabinda ever since the 1960s.!* For resource-cursed societies 
like Cabinda, ‘a mineral strike, though less immediately spectacular than a missile strike, is 
often more devastating in the long term, bringing in its wake environmental wreckage, 
territorial dispossession, political repression, and massacres by state forces doing double duty 
as security forces for unanswerable petroleum transnationals or mineral cartels’ .!° 

The history of agricultural modernization has been another major source of slow-motion 
damage to land and people. Although the spread of industrial farming practices to the 
developing world since the 1950s and 1960s is generally credited with averting a world food 
crisis, the long-term problems associated with such practices are legion (soil degradation, 
fossil fuel dependence, unsustainable water use, loss of biodiversity and destruction of 
wildlife populations). Most pertinent to the theme of human violence is the use of chemical 
fertilizers and especially pesticides, which according to the World Health Organization 
caused around 1 million cases of poisoning and around 20,000 deaths per year by the late 
1980s, mostly due to long periods of exposure to harmful substances. While wealthy 
industrial countries used about 80 per cent of the world’s pesticides, most of the poisonings 
and deaths occurred in developing countries where safety standards were poor and where 
manufacturers’ guidelines for usage were frequently ignored (partly because users could not 
read them).'* As Angus Wright highlighted in his searing indictment of the Green Revolution 
in Mexico, many such deaths were linked to corporate farms growing crops for Northern 
markets, where poor farm labourers were given little or no protective gear to shield them 
from the chemicals being sprayed around them.'° Farm managers were more eager to keep 
down costs than to ensure the well-being of their employees, while manufacturers continued 
to market their products aggressively with little regard to how they were used after sale. Over 
the long term, poor labourers were essentially treated as little more than disposable bodies. 
The death of farm workers like Ramon Gonzalez, the eponymous victim of Wright’s account, 
illustrates how the routine careless neglect of underprivileged groups constitutes a form of 
physical violence, one that is deeply embedded in structures of social inequality and 
environmental injustice. 

Occasionally such creeping environmental and health crises have made a deep impression 
on public consciousness, especially when they posed a threat in wealthier and/or more 
democratically accountable countries. When Rachel Carson published Silent Spring in 1962, 
it shocked readers by demonstrating the extent of environmental contamination through the 


widespread use of modern pesticides, agro-chemicals and other industrial compounds. As the 
titled implied, birds were the proverbial canaries in the coalmine; populations of some 
species were plummeting due to the effects of DDT on the composition of eggshells, and the 
fact that this included the United States’ national symbol (the bald eagle) greatly enhanced 
the book’s popular impact. Yet what made the book so compelling at the time, and so 
foundational to the emergence of the modern environmental movement, was the way in 
which it broke down the barriers between humans and the rest of nature by showing how 
these toxins flowed throughout the entire web of the biophysical world, including human 
bodies. The message, in short, was that what is bad for nature is ultimately bad for humans. 
Annihilating pests, doubling crop yields or easing the burden of housework with space-age 
chemicals not only was the ticket to health and prosperity promised by states and 
corporations but also carried huge costs for ecosystems and for human well-being. Despite a 
well-funded campaign by the petrochemical industry to discredit Carson and her book, the 
message stuck, and the use of many persistent organic pollutants (DDT, BHC) was banned or 
strictly limited.'® 

More often than not, these gradual assaults on the biophysical world were (and still are) 
under-recognized. This is especially true of the world’s many ‘sacrifice zones’, ignored or 
forgotten corners whose degradation was considered acceptable for economic or political 
reasons, and which tended overwhelmingly to be inhabited by poor and underprivileged 
people (often ethnic minorities). Wealthy countries have their own version of such places: 
poor towns or neighbourhoods that breathe in the fumes of nearby refineries, drink the water 
into which upstream factories dispose of their effluents, or live with the toxic residues of 
industries long since disappeared.'” At a global level they are correspondingly clustered in 
the developing world, from the ship-breaking yards of coastal Bangladesh to the e-waste 
recycling dumps of India to the oil-slathered marshes of the Niger Delta. ‘Emerging’ 
economies have perhaps the biggest problems of all. China’s breakneck economic growth 
since the 1980s has been notorious for its environmental impact and for the manner in which 
it has been offloaded on to poor people near extraction or processing sites, not to mention the 
lungs of everyone who lives in its smog-mantled industrial cities. In all of these places, the 
poor are left to live with or clean up the noxious leftovers of economic activities that 
primarily benefit others. 

Of all the slow-moving crises currently underway, climate change poses perhaps the 
greatest threat to health and well-being over the long term. The World Health Organization 
estimates that a changing climate will be responsible for 250,000 excess deaths annually over 
the coming decades, mostly as a result of malnutrition, malaria, diarrhoea and heat stress. 
Unsurprisingly, nearly all of these excess deaths will be in poor developing countries that 
have done the least to create the problem in the first place.'® According to a recent United 
Nations report, such findings reflect the increasing risk of a kind of ‘climate apartheid’, 
where the rich pay to avoid the food and water shortages caused by climate crisis, while the 
poor face its full consequences.' In the meantime, failing rains, intensifying storms, melting 
ice and rising sea levels threaten to overwhelm entire regions and displace huge numbers of 


people. Most at risk are the coastal megacities of southern and eastern Asia, home to the 
world’s largest concentration of humanity. Unlike Miami, New York or London, which may 
be able to spend their way out of the worst effects through massive infrastructural 
investment, many of these cities are too poor to make this a realistic option. And some 
(notably Jakarta, Bangkok and Manila) face the added challenge of subsidence due to 


excessive groundwater extraction and urban sprawl, which means they are sinking as ocean 


levels rise.2° 


For at least one country the threat of global warming is downright existential. The 
Maldives, the world’s lowest-lying state (with an average altitude of just over 1 metre anda 
peak altitude of under 2.5 metres), faces the threat of near-total inundation by the end of the 
current century. In October 2009, on the eve of the Copenhagen climate summit, its president 
held an underwater cabinet meeting with scuba-clad ministers in an effort to highlight the 
country’s predicament.*! Since then, the Maldives has served as a symbol of the inherent 
violence of fossil-fuel-driven climate change. It is among the most visible victims of the 
ongoing attack on the well-being and even survival of millions of people, present and future. 
As a micro-nation with zero clout on the world stage, it encapsulates how global power 
inequalities continue to determine the main winners and losers of the last two centuries of 
hydrocarbon-fuelled economic growth. The fact that there is little or nothing that the 
Maldives government can do by itself to avert its watery fate underlines the global nature of 
the problem and the need for international cooperation to address it. The current inevitability 
of a significant sea-level rise despite decades of warnings from scientists about greenhouse 
gas emissions also highlights the tendency of our political systems to postpone hard choices 
for as long as possible, especially if the drawbacks can be deferred to one’s successors. What 
we are left with is the prospect that much (perhaps all) of a state’s territory will be destroyed 
and many (perhaps all) of its inhabitants displaced as refugees due to the determination of 
more powerful states to pursue what they have perceived as their own economic and political 
interests even in the face of vociferous warnings about the damage that would be caused by 
this course of (in)action. This unintentional, unplanned and almost imperceptible process 
could hardly be more different from the spectacle of a violent military strike, but the end 
outcome is eerily similar. 


Routine slaughter 


One of the most fundamental aspects of the human remaking of nature has been the 
deliberate interference with the nature and distribution of plant and animal species. The 
selection of cultivars and creatures according to their usefulness has been going on for 
millennia, and like most other processes of human-induced environmental change, the trend 
has accelerated over the past couple of centuries. In essence, it amounts to choosing winners 
and losers in the evolutionary struggle for survival. Some species have not fared well. 
Organisms perceived to have a negative use value — whatever we call a pest — have been 
deliberately targeted for elimination. Others have benefitted enormously: maize, wheat, 


swine, chickens and cattle are incomparably more prevalent thanks to human interference 
than they would otherwise be. Still others have undergone a form of unintentional selection, 
for example through overhunting or habitat destruction that happened for other reasons. 
Apart from house pets and a few categories of livestock (mainly animals kept for milking or 
traction), the common denominator for most of these organisms is that they are killed in 
fairly short order, usually for people to eat them or in order to keep them from eating or 
damaging the production of other things that people want to eat.*2 

In this sense, humans have been and continue to be an exceptionally violent species within 
the broader context of the biosphere. Is it fair to criticize Pinker’s book for failing to 
recognize the vast scale of animal slaughter that humans inflict on a daily basis? The subject 
certainly lies beyond the book’s core concerns, which remain resolutely, if understandably, 
anthropocentric in focus. The only exception is a subchapter in which Pinker discusses the 
rise of animal rights and the decline of cruelty to animals. These changes, he argues, formed 
part of the broader set of twentieth-century ‘rights revolutions’ in that the advocates of 
human and animal rights long regarded the two as closely linked. Insofar as we are all 
sentient creatures, the infliction of suffering on people or animals is a powerful analogy. 
Pinker even suggests that the rise of animal rights was a ‘uniquely emblematic instance of the 
decline of violence’, considering that its advocates (humans) were not affected by the 
changes themselves and therefore acted solely on the basis of ethical principles.*? The 
transformation in animal rights over recent decades has undoubtedly been profound. From 
controls on the use of laboratory animals to the criminalization of blood sports to the 
adoption of more stringent standards of livestock husbandry, many societies have indeed 
come a long way from Descartes’ notion of animals as clockwork mechanisms without souls 
or feelings. 

Pinker is, then, undoubtedly correct to highlight the growing concern for animal welfare as 
a major cultural shift. In the early twenty-first century, it has even found expression within 
the discipline of history, furnishing at least part of the motivation behind the so-called 
‘animal turn’ in research over the past ten to fifteen years.** Unfortunately, however, this 
welcome change of sensibility is not very characteristic of human—animal relations at a 
general level. The more we look beyond the favoured categories of companion creatures and 
charismatic species, and the farther we move from a Western-centric to a broader global 


perspective, the more violent these relations look. In short, the fate of most animals is not 


easily reconcilable with Pinker’s thesis.*° 


The vast majority of animals in the world are either wild or domesticated for food purposes, 
and both categories have been killed on an unprecedented scale in recent times. While it is 
true that agricultural beasts are treated more humanely in many countries than they were just 
a few decades ago, we nonetheless confine and slaughter a huge number of them, and by no 
means are animal welfare standards a top priority for rural folk everywhere. It is difficult to 
determine the number of farm animals worldwide. Statistical returns to the United Nations 
Food and Agriculture Organization are notoriously unreliable; some countries scarcely have 
the means to do much more than guess, while others may over- or under-report for any 


number of political reasons. For what it is worth, the organization World Animal Protection 
currently estimates that over 70 billion animals are farmed and killed for food each year. That 
amounts to nearly ten animals for each human on the planet, and around two-thirds of them 
live in conditions that are deemed to cause ‘suffering and distress’ (generally by not allowing 


\ 


them to move freely).“° When we realize that the combined biomass of humans and their 


domesticated animals is now greater than that of all wild terrestrial vertebrates,’ and that the 
bulk of these domesticates are killed as soon as their feed-to-meat ratio has reached an 
optimum level, we get a rather different impression of human—animal relations than the story 
of animal rights suggests. 

Chickens are subject to especially instrumental treatment, partly because of how the 
industry developed after the Second World War, and partly because they are widely deemed 
less intelligent or sentient than domesticated mammals. Most are raised in cramped battery 
houses and are killed when they are around forty days old. Despite their tender age at death, 
many already suffer from lesions, fractures, ‘ammonia burn’ (from the emissions of large 
amounts of accumulated faeces) and breathing difficulties due to the phenomenal growth 
rates they attain as a result of decades of careful genetic tuning and the development of 
supercharged feeds.*® Over the past sixty to seventy years, the constant engineering of the 
modern broiler chicken has created animals so over-endowed with certain characteristics (in 
this case huge body mass, in particular the breast) and so unnaturally fast-growing (around 
sixty-five times their normal rate) that even their short lives are filled with chronic pain. 
Indeed, the current morphology, genetics and pathology of these creatures are so different 
from those of their ancestors that they are now completely unable to survive without human 
intervention.” Unfortunately for them, public concern about the inherent cruelty of the 
extreme breeding of pedigree dogs has not yet extended to the decidedly less adorable broiler 
chicken, by most estimates the most genetically manipulated creature on the planet.°° 

The number of livestock raised and killed each year varies greatly according to species and 
region. Statistical studies based on United Nations data estimate the following totals for 
animals slaughtered in 2016: 300 million cows, 450 million goats, 550 million sheep, 1.5 
billion pigs and a staggering 66 billion chickens.°*! As one would expect, the highest numbers 
tend to be killed in the most populous countries such as China and the United States (with the 
notable exception of India). Per capita figures reveal a number of small and mid-sized 
countries that surpass even the historically high North American levels of slaughter 
(Uruguay, Australia and Ireland for cows; Germany, Denmark and Spain for pigs). Across 
much of sub-Saharan Africa and southern Asia, the number of farm animals killed per capita 
is still relatively low, and of course regional tastes and customs powerfully mould patterns of 
consumption. The near-absence of pigs across much of the Middle East, for instance, is 
mirrored in a corresponding predilection for chicken. 

Despite recent efforts to improve slaughter practices, which have increasingly expanded 
into developing countries where meat consumption is rising, most of the killing still takes 
place in factory-style processing centres that often cause unnecessary stress before or during 


the actual act of dispatch.°* Within the confines of these industrial slaughterhouses, more 
animals are now killed for human consumption than ever before, and global totals continue to 
rise. Little of the carnage is ever seen by meat-eaters (especially, as it happens, in the same 
parts of the world in which modern animal rights have come furthest, namely North America 
and Europe), and those who see it tend to find it unappetizing. In a sense, this can be 
regarded as evidence that people have become more sensitive towards violence and killi ng in 
the recent past, as Pinker suggests. But as far as the overall treatment of animals is 
concerned, whatever sensitivities people have developed have not made most of them averse 
to eating creatures that have been killed out of their sight. 

If the prospects for domesticated creatures are grim, wild animals have fared little better. It 
is now widely recognized that we are in the midst of the sixth great extinction event in 
Earth’s history, the first being the End Ordovician some 444 million years ago, and the last 
one the End Cretaceous, which killed off the great dinosaurs (along with about three-quarters 
of all species at the time) and thereby opened up a world of new opportunities for mammals. 
What makes the current sixth extinction unique is that it is being driven mainly by the 
activities of one particular species, namely us humans.*° When, precisely, this latest spasm of 
extinction began is a matter for debate, but it is clear that the rate of extinctions over the past 
century or so has climbed far higher than what scientists consider to be the longer-term 
‘background’ rate. According to a recent study of 27,600 terrestrial vertebrate species (nearly 
half of known vertebrates), around 200 have gone extinct over the last century, disappearing 
at an average rate of about two species per year. This may not seem like much from the 
perspective of a human lifetime, but if these 200 species would have disappeared at the 
normal ‘background’ rate of the last 2 million years, the process would have taken 10,000 
years rather than merely 100 (i.e. 100th the current rate).°4 

Some plant and animal species have of course been far more affected than others. Most 
extinctions and endangerments have taken place in isolated habitats such as islands (New 
Zealand has the world’s highest rate of endangered species) or freshwater lakes (such as Lake 
Victoria in central Africa, which has witnessed a huge decline in endemic cichlid 
populations). Whereas mammals disappeared around 40 times faster than the background rate 
in the twentieth century, birds did so at 1,000 times the normal rate.*° Most of the damage has 
been due to habitat loss resulting from land clearance, pollution, the effects of invasive 
species and climate change, all of which have ultimately been driven by the rising pressures 
of human population and consumption. Particularly detrimental has been the ‘great 
onslaught’ on the world’s tropical forests (especially in Amazonia and Southeast Asia), which 
are home to around half of all terrestrial species and which were reduced by a staggering 5.5 
million square kilometres over the second half of the twentieth century.*° One of the great 
wotries of scientists and conservationists is that many of the biodiversity effects resulting 
from the past fragmentation of forests are yet to come; animal populations that can no longer 
establish contact with others for reproductive purposes will die out sooner or later.°” In this 
context, one of the more alarming findings of recent research is that nearly half of all land 


mammals have lost over 80 per cent of their range between 1900 and 2015. 

Over the past few generations, humans have been unwittingly setting the switches for a 
slow-motion biological train crash that could run long into the future. Although these 
processes may seem to have little to do with the subject of human violence per se, it is worth 
bearing in mind that they are causing an unprecedented loss of life (and its multitude of 
different forms) and that the pace at which this is happening, though gradual to human eyes, 
is downright traumatic on an evolutionary timescale. Again, to give a sense of the pace and 
scope of the changes, the World Wildlife Fund’s ‘Living Planet Index’ calculates that global 
populations of wild animals fell by more than half from 1970 to 2014 — an astounding loss of 
life in what, for natural historians, amounts to no more than the blink of an eye.*® 

Indirect forms of killing through land clearance, pollution and habitat loss have done the 
most to threaten plant and animal life in the recent past. But hunting has also played a role, 
and indeed was a key factor for certain species. Although it may well be in decline in many 
countries (as Pinker notes’? ), hunting — and especially commercial hunting — has taken a 
gigantic toll over the past two centuries. Hunting-induced extinctions or near-extinctions go 
back millennia, but the pace has significantly quickened. The near disappearance of the 
American bison in the late nineteenth century is a legendary example. From a population of 
30-50 million at the middle of the century, commercial hunting for hides had reduced them 
to fewer than 100 in the wild by 1902.4° Charismatic trophy species such as African 
elephants have tended to avoid such perilous outcomes in part because of long-lasting 
conservation efforts, though the figures are nonetheless stark: estimates suggest that only 
around 350,000 remain from a population of as many as 10 million in 1930. Less famous, but 
scarcely less destructive, were campaigns to exterminate predators, which devastated 
populations of tigers, wolves, coyotes and other ‘varmints’.*! Complete extinctions are rarer 
but by no means unfamiliar. The passenger pigeon, the most populous bird in North America 
(and possibly the world) in the mid-nineteenth century, was extinct in the wild by 1900; 
Martha, the last of her kind, died in a Cincinnati zoo in 1914.4? The list of recent entries 
could continue, including the South African quagga, the Tasmanian tiger, the Caribbean 
monk seal and the Carolina parakeet. 

But extinctions and near-extinctions tell only part of the story of human predation, since 
most hunted species are not in immediate danger despite the fact that large numbers are 
killed. Moreover, the hunting of terrestrial vertebrates like those listed earlier also furnishes 
only part of the picture, since most hunting activity over the past century has in fact taken 
place at sea. The fishing industry is — despite all its technological paraphernalia — still a 
matter of hunting and capturing creatures in the wild. Even the growing aquaculture sector 
relies to a large extent on the capture of wild fish to feed to farmed ones. Since the initial 
industrialization of fishing in the late nineteenth century, the effects of this aquatic hunt have 
been profound. Life underwater is perhaps in even greater trouble than life on land, partly as 
a result of pollution and ocean acidification (driven by greenhouse gas emissions), but mostly 


due to the aggressive depletion of fish and whale populations.** 


The best estimates of the global fish catch show a rise from 28 million tons in 1950 to a 
peak of 126 million tons in 1996, after which production tailed off and is unlikely ever to 
recover.“ Global historical data on fish populations is fairly speculative, but the overall 
trend, and the huge impact of industrial fishing methods, can be glimpsed from studies 
carried out on well-documented waters like those around the United Kingdom, where the 
transition to steam power and heavier fishing gear was pioneered in the 1880—1890s. The 
results of a recent historical survey of trawler catches in England and Wales implies an 
astounding historic decline in populations of demersal (bottom-dwelling) fish. Although 
overall annual production rose to a peak of slightly over 800,000 tons in the late 1930s, and 
although large catches were still common from the end of the Second World War until the 
early 1970s, these figures masked the enormous upsurge in effort (bigger and faster boats, 
better gear) required to achieve them. From 1889 to 2007, the catch per unit of fishing power 
(a better measure of the actual productivity of commercial fisheries, rather than just the 
overall catch) fell by 94 per cent (seventeen-fold), with an initial sharp drop marking the 
introduction of steam trawlers in the 1890s, followed by a gradual recovery from the 1920s to 
1960s as fleets modernized, before ending with a near-complete collapse between the early 
1960s and late 1980s.*° Moreover, the stunning decline of demersal fish populations 
constitutes only a portion of the loss of sea life caused by industrial fishing. The use of heavy 
trawls — sometimes likened to underwater bulldozers — has completely transformed the 
seabed across vast swathes of the continental shelves, wrecking reef structures and 
converting once thriving and diverse marine ecosystems into endless mud flats. It is the 
aquatic equivalent of forest clear-cutting, and although it has been a boon to a few species 
that favour such conditions, it has ruined crucial shelter and spawning habitat for countless 
others, including some that are commercially valuable.*° 

Whale populations felt the lethal hand of human predation even more acutely than fish. The 
whaling industry had nearly died out in the late nineteenth century after most of the easily 
caught species (those not too large, not too fast and sufficiently buoyant to stay afloat once 
killed) had been all but wiped out. It was revived after the turn of the century by a series of 
technological innovations (the exploding harpoon cannon, followed by the stern-slipway 
factory ship) which together allowed whalers to target even the largest species of whales and 
to process them into valuable oil without even putting in to port. Altogether, it is estimated 
that some 1.5 million whales were killed in the Southern Ocean from 1904 to 1985, reducing 
their overall biomass from 43 million tons to around 6 million tons.*” The outcome would 
have been even worse if conservationists had not stepped in to try to slow the killing. As 
early as the 1920s, steeply declining whale populations gave rise to coordinated attempts to 
set the industry on a more sustainable course, though to little overall effect. Quotas 
introduced by the International Whaling Commission (est. 1946) were largely ineffective, 
and even after the Commission shifted its focus towards conservation in 1964, its inability to 
enforce limits on recalcitrant nations critically undermined protective measures. Although 
matters had improved by around 1990, the result already amounted to a tragic failure of 
international conservation.*® One can, of course, regard the gradual shift from exploitation 


towards conservation — which formed part of the wider movement to protect threatened 
species on land as well as sea — as evidence of a growing cultural aversion towards killing 
wild creatures. But most animals do not elicit the same level of sympathy as large, 
charismatic mammals. And even efforts to protect beloved species such as the blue or 
humpback whales illustrate a depressingly familiar pattern whereby attempts to preserve 


wildlife populations have tended to materialize long after serious damage has already been 


done.*? 


War, nature and violence 


Before concluding, let us consider the environmental dimensions of a more conventional 
theme in the history of violence. It is often said that what characterized the era of ‘total war’ 
was the breakdown of boundaries between the military and civilian spheres, between the 
battlefront and the home front. Unlike previous wars, the world-spanning conflicts of the 
early twentieth century were won and lost not only on the battlefield but also in the factories 
and villages of belligerent countries. As societies sought to mobilize all of their resources for 
the production of violence, the deliberate targeting of enemy cities and civilians became an 
integral part of modern warfare. What is less commonly appreciated is how the boundaries 
between modern warfare and efforts to control nature also became increasingly blurred. As a 
number of studies have shown, these two endeavours evolved in a mutual relationship: while 
the growing capacity to manipulate the biophysical world expanded the scale of warfare, the 
pressures of ‘total war’ also led to more ambitious attempts to control the environment.°° 

Recent years have witnessed a surge of historical research on the connections between 
modern warfare and environmental change, from the extraction of strategic resources to 
problems of disease to the toxic legacies of industrialized conflict.°' Some of the most 
intriguing insights have focused on the links between science and military power. The wars 
of the twentieth century encompassed more of the biophysical world than any previous 
conflicts in history. They rose thousands of feet into the sky, they plumbed the depths of the 
oceans and they stretched from the ice of the sub-Arctic to the tropical jungles of Asia. 
Achieving a greater knowledge of these environments was critical for mastering the many 
theatres of modern warfare. A better understanding of nature was also, of course, crucial for 
devising more effective means of killing. We are familiar with the story of the Manhattan 
Project, the race for nuclear weapons and even the long-term radioactive poisoning of nuclear 
test sites in the South Pacific (such as the American-controlled Marshall Islands, the French 
Polynesian atolls of Moruroa and Fangataufa). But the connections between science and 
military might have gone far beyond that. On a more general level, the development of 
weapons of mass destruction was tightly bound, both practically and ideologically, with 
large-scale interventions in the biophysical environment. 

There was, for instance, an intimate link between the development of chemical weapons 
and the rise of modern pest control. Although nuclear arms serve as the very icon of a 
weapon of mass destruction, chemical weapons have actually killed far more people: 90,000 


in the First World War and 350,000 in the Second (mostly resulting from the use of 
incendiary bombs, and not counting those who were murdered in Nazi gas chambers), 
compared to 100,000 victims of the two nuclear bombs.°* Neither chemical weapons nor 
chemical pest control were new in the twentieth century. What was new was the scale on 
which people sought to destroy both human and natural foes.°? As Edmund Russell argued in 
his innovative book on War and Nature, the two technologies co-evolved on numerous levels. 
Scientifically, they created overlapping fields of knowledge that drove each other forward 
and that expanded their operational scope. Institutionally, they were rooted in a nexus of 
interweaving civilian and military agencies in which breakthroughs in one area were rapidly 
transferred to the other. Ideologically, they generated a set of values that could be used to 
rationalize the large-scale annihilation of human and natural enemies alike. 

These elemental connections between pesticides and chemical weapons span a large chunk 
of the twentieth century. The chemical arms race triggered by Germany’s first deployment of 
chlorine gas in 1915 stimulated research into the use of lethal compounds not only as 
weapons but also as insecticides for agricultural or public health use. Between the wars, 
Germany’s fearsome nerve gases were first stumbled upon by scientists searching for a more 
effective insect spray. During the Second World War, DDT was used as a chemical weapon of 
sorts by US forces desperate to reduce the number of military deaths caused by insect-borne 
diseases (at the time, malaria was claiming the lives of ten times more soldiers than combat 
in the Pacific theatre). After the war, DDT was used indiscriminately as a kind of miracle 
weapon against ‘man’s insect enemies’, at least before Carson’s intervention highlighted the 
enormous problems it caused. During the Cold War, as the two superpowers developed more 
potent chemical weapons for their respective arsenals, the US army spearheaded efforts to 
counter the problem of rising insect resistance to pesticides, which severely hampered the 
global campaign against malaria and was causing widespread difficulties on industrialized 
mono-cultural farms, whose vast fields planted in a single crop presented a veritable feast for 
certain pests.“ In effect, the US army was engaged in an evolutionary arms race between 
bugs and scientists. The exigencies of large-scale technological warfare furnished a powerful 
motive for intervening more forcefully in nature, which itself provided potent new means for 
waging war. 

Over the years, this alliance of environmental scientists and military planners devised ever- 
more ambitious means of enlisting nature in the waging of war. As the destructive potential 
of nuclear weapons increased, and as their actual deployment became correspondingly 
inconceivable, military leaders in the United States and Soviet Union sought other means to 
weaken and annihilate their enemies. Jacob Darwin Hamblin has shown in fascinating detail 
how American military agencies sought to devise an entirely new class of weapons for 
waging what NATO called ‘environmental warfare’: that is, the harnessing of geo-tectonic, 
climatic and biological processes for the goal of incapacitating enemy forces and killing as 
many people as possible.®° Some of the ideas represented a variation on chemical or nuclear 
weapons, such as incendiary devices to set off enormous forest fires, or contaminating food 
crops and water supplies with the growing stockpile of radioactive waste. Others fell more 


under the category of biological weapons: spreading human and animal diseases or targeting 
specific links in enemy ecosystems to maximize economic or military disruption (such as 
through the introduction of pests and bio-invaders that could devastate enemy crops or 
livestock herds). Still others were straight out of Dr. Strangelove: altering weather patterns to 
create floods or droughts, triggering artificial earthquakes and tsunamis with nuclear 
explosions and even using nuclear weapons to melt the polar icecaps and inundate low-lying 
cities. All of these initiatives extended the logic of ‘total war’ to the biophysical world as a 
whole. 

Fortunately, the superpowers never used such nightmarish weapons against each other, but 
these projects nonetheless had important consequences, most of them unintended. For one 
thing, they raised suspicions that American and Soviet scientists were already more than 
capable of carrying out massive environmental interference, which encouraged rumours and 
accusations that they were doing so even when they were not. Not that they refrained 
entirely: the United States deliberately destroyed forests and enemy crops with chemicals 
during the Vietnam War, and indeed tried to meddle with the weather there as well.°© The 
massive and sustained spraying of Agent Orange as a ‘strategic defoliant’ has had devastating 
long-term health and environmental effects in Vietnam. But the secrecy surrounding 
environmental warfare programmes also spawned all kinds of errant rumours about the 
United States spreading crop pests in the Eastern Bloc, the Soviets inadvertently unleashing 
epidemics on its own territory, or even the idea that the AIDS epidemic of the 1980s was the 
result of a US biological weapons experiment gone awry. 

A second and perhaps more important consequence was the stimulation of a new awareness 
of the potential for worldwide human-induced environmental disaster. It is ironic that many 
of the scientists who sought to weaponize pests and diseases against enemy agricultural 
production were also some of the most vociferous proponents of biodiversity as a means of 
spreading risks and defending oneself against such threats. No less ironic is the way in which 
the global data and modelling systems that underpinned programmes to alter weather patterns 
and ocean currents were also what gave scientists a clearer line of sight on the global 
environmental changes (including greenhouse gas emissions) that were accelerating at the 
time. Years of research into environmental interactions and human vulnerabilities eventually 
fed into what Hamblin calls ‘catastrophic environmentalism’, or the idea that humans were 
unintentionally rushing headlong into a global environmental calamity. This mode of 
thinking is nowadays a hallmark of public discourse, one whose genealogy is usually traced 
back to the rise of environmental consciousness in reaction to the breakneck economic 
development and runaway population growth of the post-war era, and one whose history is 
conventionally signposted by events like the publication of Silent Spring, the fallout from 
Paul Ehrlich’s best-selling Population Bomb or the Club of Rome’s 1972 report on The 
Limits to Growth.°’ Far less widely recognized is the extent to which this modern 


environmental consciousness was rooted in Cold War attempts to wreak unprecedented levels 


of violence on enemy humans and nature.°® 


Conclusion 


Among the various dimensions of violence that Pinker’s account leaves out, the fate of the 
entire biophysical world beyond the flesh and blood of human bodies is a large omission. 
When we view the recent past through the lens of environmental history, the idea that 
violence has continually declined and that we are now living in the most peaceful time in 
human history seems at best an expression of tenacious optimism and at worst a case of 
wilful disregard. The history of the last two centuries — and in particular the decades since the 
middle of the twentieth century — has been characterized not so much by a greater sense of 
care for other living things as by an unprecedented assault on the global environment: its 
forests, soils, seas, animals and atmosphere. Despite the rise of environmental consciousness 
and rights-based animal protections, the recent past is marked by an increasingly determined 
effort by the world’s most powerful human societies not just to alter nature to suit their needs 
but to subjugate it entirely, to place it at their disposal. At the same time, the quest to 
dominate nature has also given people an extraordinary capacity to wreak violence on each 
other, both of the ‘slow’ and of the more immediate variety. Worst of all, the damage is set to 
backfire. Human societies are, after all, an integral part of the biophysical environment. 
Despite our technological prowess, we still depend on an intricate web of natural processes to 
survive. When we meddle with these processes too persistently, when we exploit them too 
carelessly, we inevitably impair them. Environmental violence is ultimately violence towards 
humans as well. 
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On cool reason and hot-blooded impulses 


Violence and the history of emotion 


Susan K. Morrissey 


Emotion is not an explicit category of analysis in Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our 
Nature: A History of Violence and Humanity, but it is essential to his broader arguments. In 
positing the faculty of reason as the single most important driver of the alleged decline of 
violence in the West since the Enlightenment, he also attributes much of the underlying 
source of violence to untamed emotions, which he locates within the structures, systems and 
circuits of the brain and describes in terms of instincts, drives, urges and impulses. Though 
he does recognize the potentially positive, if more limited, roles of certain emotions, such as 
empathy, he consistently foregrounds the significance of the ‘harder-boiled faculties’ — 
reason, control, fairness — over the ‘soft-hearted’ empathy in overcoming what he calls the 
‘inner demons’ of our nature. A binary opposition between reason and emotion thus shadows 
his historical narrative, in which reasoned self-control progressively displaces emotional 
anarchy, first among Western elites and then ‘trickling down’ unevenly to plebeians and the 
non-Western world. Pinker takes inspiration from Norbert Elias’ The Civilizing Process, 
which was heavily influenced by Freud, an intellectual debt made explicit in the epigraph to 
chapter 3: ‘It is impossible to overlook the extent to which civilization is built upon a 
renunciation of instinct.’! Drawing on Elias, Pinker also emphasizes the role of the state (the 
‘Leviathan’) as integral to the array of forces he contends have combined to pacify our 
evolutionary heritage: a civilizing process, ‘gentle commerce’ (capitalism) and liberal- 
democratic norms, a humanitarian revolution, literacy and urbanization, and modern science 
and rationality. 

In making a historical argument about the decline of violence, Pinker relies upon an 
ahistorical conceptualization of a universal human nature, including human emotions, 
accessed via the disciplines of evolutionary psychology, cognitive science and neuroscience. 
The book summarizes numerous psychological studies and experiments, with some relying 
on laboratory animals and many others, as he notes in passing, using readily available college 


students for their subjects.* For Pinker, universalism poses no contradiction: ‘Among the 
beliefs about the world of which we can be highly confident’, he writes, ‘is that other people 
are conscious in the same way that we are. Other people are made of the same stuff, seek the 
same kinds of goals, and react with external signs of pleasure and pain to the kinds of events 
that cause pain and pleasure in each of us’.° For most historians, such beliefs seem patently 
naive: our discipline is interested not only in temporality and change but also in cultural and 
historical contingency. One of the first lessons we often try to teach our students is not to 
presume that historical subjects are just like them: their motives and goals, their experiences 
of pain and pleasure, their consciousness of self, may in fact be radically different.* 

In this volume and elsewhere, scholars have offered wide-ranging critiques of Pinker’s 
thesis by presenting historical evidence to refute specific claims and by challenging his 
Statistics, methods, definitions and so forth. This chapter instead draws on research in the 
history of emotion to interrogate some of his foundational categories and to suggest some 
alternative perspectives. I will begin with a brief overview of this burgeoning field, showing 
its relevance to an assessment of Pinker’s claims, before turning to two case studies. The first 
probes Pinker’s conceptualization of reason as a critical force in countering the ‘brawn’ of 
human emotion, a binary opposition that not only underpins his thesis on the decline of 
violence but also reinforces his own authorial position as the voice of scientific reason. The 
second turns to the phenomenon of revenge, one of Pinker’s five ‘inner demons’ that he 
likens to an evolutionary ‘button’. His approach not only flattens and decontextualizes the 
history of revenge but also raises historical objections and ethical concerns. 


The history of emotion 


For Pinker, emotions are a biological universal, produced by the evolutionary processes of 
natural selection and designed to promote the survival and propagation of the genome. The 
emotion of disgust, for example, is not learned but innate, an adaptation that evolved as an 
avoidance response to dangerous animal products. Likewise innate are the fear of snakes 
(which is not learned, he asserts, but imperfectly unlearned in childhood), and a preference 
for the landscape of the savannah, humans’ original habitat. In sum, emotions are ‘adaptive, 
well-engineered software modules that work in harmony with the intellect and are 
indispensable to the functioning of the whole mind’.? While Pinker claims to reject a 
‘romantic’ opposition between intellect and emotion, pointing out the lack o f sharp lines 
separating thinking from feeling and the way emotion has its own ‘cold logic’, he 
nonetheless perpetuates a hierarchy in which emotion is, in his words, ‘quintessentially 
irrational’. Agency effectively lies in biology with emotions ‘triggered’ by a ‘propitious 
moment’, and, in turn, triggering a ‘cascade’ of sub-goals (i.e. thinking and acting). As he 
summarizes: ‘each human emotion mobilizes the mind and body to meet one of the 
challenges of living and reproducing in the cognitive niche.’° Two interconnected points are 
essential for our purposes. First, citing the influential but disputed findings of psychologist 
Paul Ekman, Pinker claims that ‘the emotions of all normal members of our species are 


played on the same keyboard’; the so-called ‘basic’ emotions — the number is contested 
among those who accept the premise, but the original six were fear, anger, disgust, surprise, 
happiness and sadness — are accessible through universal patterns of facial expression. 
Second, cultural differences in emotional expression or behaviour are superficial, having no 
significant relation to how people actually feel. It simply does not matter whether a given 
language does or does not have a word for a specific emotion because emotions themselves 
are a biological substrate.’ This framework provides the scaffolding of Pinker’s argument, 
allowing him to impose the categories of modern psychology onto historical subjects, 
societies and processes. 

The history of emotion, a distinctive subfield that emerged in the 1980s and expanded 
rapidly over the next decades, shares littke common ground with Pinker’s universalist 
approach.® This was not always the case. Historians had long referred in passing to emotions 
in their work, whether as a contributing factor in a historical subject’s motivation or even as 
an ascribed quality of a group or society, but there had been little attempt — with a handful of 
major exceptions — to grapple explicitly with emotion as a conceptual category or historical 
force. In some respects, this is not surprising: until the 1960s, professional historians had 
tended to privilege the operations of reason, focusing on high politics, war and diplomacy, 
and great men. The shift to social and then cultural history, the rise of women’s and gender 
history, and conversations between historians and anthropologists helped to spark interest in 
emotion itself, which was conceived not as timeless, innate or irrational, but as culturally and 
historically constructed. 

Central to the emergent field was the sphere of language, precisely what Pinker discounts 
as irrelevant, with scholars theorizing emotion as a complex, multifaceted process involving 
such factors as cognition and understanding, communication, social status and relations, 
power and (social) action in the world. A growing body of anthropological, historical and 
other humanistic research soon revealed major variations in emotional life and expression 
across time and space, with many languages possessing distinctive emotion concepts that do 
not translate easily and change over time. Even the English word ‘emotion’ only dates to the 
seventeenth century, when it was introduced from the French and began to displace an earlier 
language of passions and affections, before being appropriated as an overarching category by 
the new science of psychology in the nineteenth century.!° This research further highlights 
how emotion has functioned as a discursive category, one that modern Western culture has 
persistently relegated to the lower element in a series of interconnected binary oppositions: 
reason/emotion, __rational/irrational, mind/body, masculine/feminine, culture/nature, 
civilized/savage. It is worth stressing that these binaries are neither innate nor unchanging, 
but they are important here precisely because of their centrality to Pinker’s thesis. 

Historians of emotion take the relationship between the life sciences and the humanities 
very seriously. In his pathbreaking introduction to the field, Jan Plamper dissects the polarity 
between universalism and social constructivism with two long chapters dedicated to the life 
sciences and anthropology, respectively. The apogee of social constructivism occurred during 
the cultural turn of the 1990s, and Plamper depicts the dyad as more of a spectrum, a 


metaphor that holds open the possibility of productive compromise. After years of immersing 
himself in the science, however, he is pessimistic about the potential for substantive 
interdisciplinarity between historians and life scientists, citing less the divergence between 
universalism and constructivism than more fundamental differences in methods and research 
questions.'! Other historians of emotion, like Rob Boddice, have pointed with more optimism 
to recent trends in neuroscience that emphasize the plasticity of the brain, a development with 
parallels in the fields of epigenetics and microevolution: scientific attention has been 
focusing increasingly on the complex entanglement of human biology with environment and 
experience, which has created an opening for a ‘biocultural’ view of the human being, in 
which the body itself is not a biological constant but ‘worlded’ and historical. As Boddice 
stresses, these approaches broadly mesh with historians’ interest in the nexus of experience 
with historical change.!* At the moment, then, a new dialogue between neuroscience and 
history has the potential to unfold amid a broader subversion of the polarity between nature 
and culture. Emotions are at the forefront of these considerations precisely because they 
intersect the material-neurological-bodily and the cultural-historical-experiential dimensions, 
thus holding the potential to bridge the binary opposition itself.'° Pinker — a universalist — is 
not engaged in this project. 

The history of emotion is too large a field to summarize here, so I will briefly sketch some 
of its essential contours and leading figures in order to establish a framework through which 
we can critically assess Pinker’s thesis. The first modern scholars to call explicitly for the 
history of emotions as a self-described field were Peter Stearns and Carol Stearns in the 
1980s. Their major innovation was to distinguish emotion, which they defined as ‘a complex 
set of interactions’ involving both physiological and cognitive processes that give rise to 
feelings, from ‘emotionology’, a new term which encompassed ‘the attitudes or standards 
that a society, or a definable group within a society, maintains toward basic emotions and 
their appropriate expression’. Whereas ‘emotion’ was not accessible to historical research, 
they argued, ‘emotionology’ certainly was. While this approach did occasionally veer 
towards a notion of emotion (and even ‘basic emotions’) as an implicitly innate and universal 
sphere, a kind of material substructure to emotional norms (emotionology) as cultural 
superstructure, it nonetheless opened a path for the historical study of emotional expression, 
attitudes and standards within a given society, insisting both on the historicity of these styles 
and on their active significance to all facets of experience, social life and historical change.'4 
The term ‘emotionology’ never stuck, but the programmatic call encouraged new ways of 
approaching the social history of particular emotions, such as anger, fear or love, and opened 
up broader questions around emotional norms, including patterns of emotional restraint 
(control) or effusion, and the dynamics of change over time. 

A decade later, the historian and anthropologist William Reddy made some of the most 
important and lasting interventions in the field, theorizing the character of emotion as 
simultaneously individual and social and effectively collapsing the nature/culture dyad. 
Rejecting the extremes of cultural relativism and seeking to develop a theory of emotional 
change, he argued against the effective partition of emotion as bodily affect from emotional 


expression as discursive construct. In its place, he advanced the concept of ‘emotives’, 
arguing that emotion statements (such as ‘I am angry’), are not merely descriptive or 
constative, but ‘do things to the world. Emotives are themselves instruments for directly 
changing, building, hiding, intensifying emotions’.!° As Boddice succinctly summarizes, an 
emotive ‘represents an individual’s attempt to translate inward feelings through cultural 
conventions in order to try to match the two. It is a process of navigation, finding a way to 
bring forth what one feels in accord with the expectations one is obliged to meet’.!° Reddy 
emphasizes how emotives are generative, a mode of ‘emotional self-shaping’ and ‘self- 
exploration’, but also a source of suffering, in that they inevitably fail, to greater or lesser 
degrees, to encompass the feelings fully. Of similar importance was his concept of the 
‘emotional regime’, defined as ‘the set of normative emotions and the official rituals, 
practices, and emotives that express and inculcate them; a necessary underpinning of any 
stable political regime’.'” Although some scholars have criticized how Reddy links emotional 
to political regimes, especially the modern nation-state, his conceptual apparatus remains 
foundational to the field. 

Finally, the historian Barbara Rosenwein has elaborated another influential concept, 
‘emotional communities’, which she defines as ‘groups — usually but not always social 
groups — that have their own particular values, modes of feeling, and ways to express those 
feelings’. These groups are historically specific and highly variable in form and size; some 
may overlap, with individuals typically able to move among different ones. A crucial point, 
she stresses, is that ‘emotional communities need not be “emotional”. They simply share 
important norms concerning the emotions that they value and deplore and the modes of 
expressing them’.!® In contrast to the implicitly top-down connotations of ‘regimes’, the 
concept of ‘community’ privileges a bottom-up model, one in which power is still at stake 
but also more dispersed within a given society. Though Rosenwein recognizes the various 
ways emotions are expressed, through language but also voice, gesture and bodily signs, she 
has developed methodologies around the identification and analysis of emotional 
vocabularies, including the complex ways multiple emotion words (broadly in the sense of 
emotives) can work together within narratives.!? In a recent monograph, she has analysed 
diverse emotional communities from the post-classical era into the early-modern period in 
Europe, exploring shifting understandings of particular emotions as well as varied valuations 
of expressivity and restraint. One explicit goal is to refute the notion of a linear historical 
progression towards increased emotional control.*° 

This last point is of particular relevance to a consideration of Pinker’s thesis, especially his 
uncritical appropriation of Elias’ civilizing process, which is a teleological account of a shift 
in emotional norms that depends upon a caricatured view of the medieval world as 
emotionally uncontrolled and childish, hence violent.*! In a landmark article from 2002, 
‘Worrying about Emotions in History’, Rosenwein, who is a medievalist, attacked this 
account, calling for modernists to rethink their views of both modemity and emotion. Though 
directed at Elias, her critique can be applied almost literally to Pinker’s thesis: 


In brief, the narrative is this: the history of the West is the history of increasing emotional 
restraint. Greece and Rome may be quickly dismissed: did not Homer sing of the sweet 
delights of anger? The Middle Ages had the emotional life of a child: unadulterated, 


violent, public, unashamed. The modern period (variously defined) brought with it self- 
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discipline, control, and suppression. 
Ironically, Pinker even quotes this very passage from Homer,*’ engaging here and elsewhere 
in precisely the kind of basic error that Rosenwein has identified in Elias’ work: ‘I came to 
the topic of the history of emotions because when I read Norbert Elias, rather late in my 
career, I knew that he was wrong. He was wrong for the most elementary of reasons: he 
didn’t know how to read his sources. Rather than contextualize his texts, he culled phrases 
that conformed to his theory.’** 

Rosenwein’s insights help to illuminate a fundamental problem in Pinker’s historical 
project that has implications for scientific research. Even as he denies a significant role for 
language in shaping human emotion, reading his sources without concern for the most basic 
historical methodology of source criticism, he fully assumes the transparency and 
universality of words — culling passages on violence, often dependent upon English 
translations, to match his desired historical narrative. The historian of early America, Nicole 
Eustace, has further argued that the insights gained from the historical study of emotion have 
real relevance for the practices of experimental psychology, which has wrongly presumed the 
universal and transparent meanings of the contemporary emotion words used in their 
research. ‘Scientists need to understand’, she writes, ‘that the reason they can’t locate 
“anger” in any one neural location is that the word (and the concept it encodes) is infinitely 
culturally malleable’. Far from being a radical social constructivist, Eustace accepts that there 
are ‘loci for the processing of stimuli and that there are biological commonalities that 
underlie affect. Without that crucial ca veat, the historical variability of emotion becomes 
meaningless, the simple result of random electrical activity in the brain’.*° 

While Rosenwein’s main purpose was to reclaim the medieval world from its inaccurate 
representation as childlike, violent and uncontrolled, the (emotional) ‘grand narrative’ she 
critiques is not limited to the history of Europe but has multiple incarnations, most 
perniciously in the history of colonialism. In her work on revolutionary America, for 
example, Eustace was likewise 


struck by the traditional opposition between emotion and reason and by the oft-advanced 
proposition that civilized people were better at controlling their emotions than savage ones. 
For eighteenth-century British imperialists, this meant that Europeans were superior to 


Africans and Native Americans. . . . From the eighteenth century to the twentieth, to be 

civilized and modern was to be farther removed from unbridled emotion and untrammelled 
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nature. 


Attentive to this binary, Eustace does not simply expose the discursive linkage of emotional 
restraint to narratives of progress and civilization but also demonstrates their active role in 


the exercise of social and political power, including the legitimation of mass violence against 
(‘savage’) Native Americans, in colonial and revolutionary America.*’ As a historian of 
Russia, these categories are deeply familiar to me as well: Russia has often been seen — and 
has seen itself — as ‘backwards’ in relation to a projected (mythic) ‘Europe’, a binary that has 
shaped stereotypes of excessive violence, savagery and cruelty (and helped to mask Western 
Europe’s own violence, especially in the colony7® ). At the same time, Russia was also a 
colonial power that claimed the mantle of civilization in justifying its rule over Central Asia 
and the Caucasus.*? The mapping of civilization, with its normative connotations around 
emotional control, has had a tremendous impact in the modern era. Operating through 
gendered, racialized, social, ethnic, national and other mechanisms, it articulates relations of 
power and has routinely served to legitimize — and veil — the violence of the ‘civilized’ 
against the ‘savage’, ‘primitive’ and/or ‘immature’. 

In his account of the making of modernity, Pinker relies uncritically on these same binaries, 
applies them across temporal, social and geographical contexts, and draws ‘scientific’ 
conclusions on their basis. Describing the people of medieval Europe as ‘gross’ with the 
habits of a three-year-old, he asserts that Western European elites progressively learned the 
habits of self-control and consideration, toning up this underused but innate human faculty. 
This civilizing process failed to take place, however, in ‘the lower strata of the 
socioeconomic scale, and the inaccessible or inhospitable territories of the globe’.°? His 
mapping of world civilization begins in Europe, where, along with the unruly lower classes, 
particular regions — Ireland and Finland followed by the south and the east — are 
progressively more ‘stroppy’ and violent, with ‘rugged hills and valleys’ producing ‘blood- 
soaked’ histories. Asserting that peaceable restraint has ostensibly spread outwards from 
Europe’s northern industrial countries, Pinker observes that ‘a gradient of lawlessness 
extending to eastern Europe and the mountainous Balkans is still visible’.*! This mapping, 
which has a history, is neither objective nor value neutral.** The last reference, for example, 
plays on a pernicious stereotype of the Balkans as the home to supposedly primitive peoples 
naturally prone to violence, a stereotype that has actively hindered historical understanding 
of the wars of the 1990s and the Bosnian genocide.*” 

Pinker then projects a similar absence of civilized self-control onto other regions of the 
world, including Africa and Asia, betraying abject ignorance about non-Western histories and 
cultures. In Pinker’s narrative, colonialism becomes a mostly positive, civilizing force — 
bringing government and legality, however imperfect — with decolonization producing a 
‘decivilizing anarchy’.** Put simply, his account reproduces the self-justifying rhetoric of 
colonialism as a ‘civilizing pr oject’ and whitewashes the myriad violences of colonialist 
regimes and their long-term impact on postcolonial societies, subjects that have been amply 
documented by historians such as Caroline Elkins.*° His paternalistic voice comes through 
especially well in one passing comment, in which he blames violence and failures of political 
reform on a lack of the requisite (adult) norms of self-control. His word choice (here 
italicized) is revealing: “They [unspoken norms of civilized behaviour] may explain why 


today it is so hard to impose liberal democracy on countries in the developing world that have 
not outgrown their superstitions, warlords, and feudal tribes.’°° With violence given age-old, 
local, naturalized and biological roots in particular populations (thus projected onto ‘them’ 
and away from ‘us’), there is little acknowledgement of other causal dynamics that might 
challenge this benign account of a pacific, peace-loving and rational West: racism, systemic 
economic exploitation, resource extraction, the international military industrial complex, 
active support for repressive governments and extensive military intervention and war- 
making. The history of emotions can help to expose the inner workings of Pinker’s text, 
especially its iteration of a long-established and highly ideological conceptual framework 
built on the binary of reason/emotion, along with its myriad variations — self- 
control/instinctual effusion, civilization/savagery, progress/backwardness. 


Cool reason 


At the core of Pinker’s analysis of violence is a notion of an innate human nature that is 
neither inherently evil nor inherently good, possessing both ‘inner demons’ — predation, 
dominance, revenge, sadism and ideology’’ — and ‘better angels’ — empathy, self-control, a 
moral sense and reason. It is the last factor that he sees as the primary driver of the supposed 
decline in violence. Because ‘the other angels have been with us for as long as we have been 
human’, he suggests, their role in countering our ‘demons’ is inevitably secondary. While 
empathy is ‘a circle that may be stretched’, and self-control ‘a muscle that may be exercised’, 
both are ultimately finite, constrained by (evolutionary) limits and neurophysiology. Reason, 
in contrast, is ‘an open-ended combinatorial system, an engine for generating an unlimited 
number of new ideas. Once it is programmed with a basic self-interest and an ability to 
communicate with others, its own logic will impel it, in the fullness of time, to respect the 
interests of ever-increasing numbers of others. It is reason too that can always take note of 
the shortcomings of previous exercises of reasoning, and update and improve itself in 
response’.°° In Pinker’s narrative, therefore, the civilizing process ‘toned up’ the faculty of 
self-control he claims was so lacking in the violent medieval world; the Scientific Revolution 
and the Enlightenment then enabled a kind of re/programming generated by reason that — 
accelerated by factors such as literacy, urbanization and advances in intelligence (he 
emphasizes IQ) — promoted the forward march of progress, including the decline of violence. 
Note the governing metaphor he chooses — reason as (emotionless) computer. 

This concept of reason underpins his linear, often triumphalist account of historical 
progress. Quoting in an epigraph the eponymous line from Martin Luther King’s oft-cited ‘I 
have a dream’ speech, Pinker celebrates the grand ‘logic’ of reason unfolding over ‘the 
fullness of time’ achieving an ever-widening circle of inclusion.*? However, he ignores 
King’s own emphasis on the ‘fierce urgency of now’, which was articulated in the same 
speech at the March on Washington in August 1963 and again four years later in his Sermon 
on Vietnam. Rejecting gradualism, King refused to wait patiently, insisted on the imperative 
to act and challenged systemic forms of oppression.*? Taking King’s quotation out of context, 


Pinker distorts its vision of historical change achieved through subaltern demand, a vision 
with a history and historiography,*! and instead describes the 1960s as a time of 


‘decivilization’.** This vision was perhaps most forcefully articulated by Frederick Douglass 
in a 1857 speech: 


The whole history of the progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to 


her august claims have been born of earnest struggle. . . . Those who profess to favor 
freedom and yet deprecate agitation are men who want crops without plowing up the 
ground; they want rain without thunder and lightning. .. . Power concedes nothing without 
a demand. It never did and it never will.*° 


For Pinker, in contrast, there is neither urgency nor demand but rather the benevolence of the 
gift: ‘the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment brought many violent institutions to a sudden 
end’, he thus writes, referring to slavery, torture and the death penalty.** Citing Thomas 
Jefferson’s moral vision (without reference to his well-documented practices as a slave 
owner), he privileges the reasoned, humanitarian concerns of elites as the main motive force 
for progress.*° Irrespective of the accuracy of such claims, which innumerable historians 
have disputed, his description of the time frame as ‘sudden’ deserves particular scrutiny 
because it exposes his authorial position. To take just one obvious example, the ‘sudden’ 
abolition of slavery in the Americas took many decades after the Enlightenment (and a 
devastating civil war in the United States); that is, it took the entire lifetimes of countless 
enslaved human beings.*° Of course, this objection may be dismissed as unscientific (and 
emotional): What are a few decades to the scientist scrutinizing human history over the 
millennia? Yet Pinker’s birds-eye perspective reveals the essential quietism at the heart of his 
Narrative, a quietism that forms part of an emotional economy: a trust in the self-correcting 
‘logic’ of reason, a confidence in the benign effects of the state (the ‘Leviathan’) and an 
intense satisfaction at what ‘we’ have achieved. Pinker frequently uses the first-person plural 
pronoun, sometimes referring to humanity but often to a particular subset to which he 
numbers himself, an apparent descendant of the other great men he celebrates: 


When a large enough community of free, rational agents confers on how a society should 
run its affairs, steered by logical consistency and feedback from the world, their consensus 
will veer in certain directions. Just as we don’t have to explain why molecular biologists 
discovered that DNA has four bases — given that they were doing their biology properly, 
and given that DNA really does have four bases, in the long run they could hardly have 
discovered anything else — we may not have to explain why enlightened thinkers would 
eventually argue against African slavery, cruel punishments, despotic monarchs, and the 
execution of witches and heretics. With enough scrutiny by disinterested, rational, and 


informed thinkers, these practices cannot be justified indefinitely.*” 


This perspective has contributed to the feelings of disquiet and outright indignation that his 
books have provoked among some readers (including among historians) and the feelings of 


adulation among others.*? My language here is deliberate: feelings are central to the book — 
its arguments, its authorial tone, its claim to authoritative (scientific) status and its reception. 
One critical reviewer even placed Pinker into a broad genre he called ‘comfort history’, 
designed to make readers feel better about the state of the world.*? It is hardly coincidental 
that Pinker’s final conclusion endorses our contemporary political and economic system by 
depicting capitalism (‘gentle commerce’) and liberal democracy as antidotes to violence (in 
contrast to the ‘de-civilizing’ protest movements of the 1960s and decolonization): ‘the 
decline of violence is an accomplishment we can savor, and an impetus to cherish the forces 
of civilization and enlightenment that made it possible.’°? A key mechanism at work here is 
an invitation to readers to identify themselves with Pinker’s ‘we’ — the free, rational, 
enlightened and informed thinkers, who just happen to be, in his schema, the motive force of 
progress.°! 

Pinker positions himself as the cool and disinterested voice of scientific reason heroically 
combatting the forces of unreason, especially from humanists. This is made even more 
explicit in his latest volume, Enlightenment Now, which extends his arguments about the vast 
accomplishments of reason and the threats of ‘counter-enlightenment’ embodied in the 
irrational ideologies (‘secular religions’) of the far-right and, above all, the left, citing as an 
example a ‘romantic Green movement’ that ‘subordinates human interests to a transcendent 
entity, the ecosystem’. In a chapter entitled ‘progressophobia’, he heatedly lashes out at his 
critics, not just by discounting them as motivated by irrationality and emotion (a ‘phobia’) 
but by caricaturing rather than addressing their concerns.°* There is a long history of 
scientists claiming dispassionate objectivity, including in the moder discipline of history 
which formed in the nineteenth century with the development of new ‘scientific’ methods 
along with an ideal of the trained, professional historian as impartial arbiter, standing above 
the fray, even as he — and it was most definitely a white man — was driven by passions. 

As Joanna Bourke, a fellow contributor to this volume, has recently emphasized, ‘the 
scientific self is also a feeling self. The most heralded trait of scientists — “objectivity” — is 
itself an emotion involving a feeling of restraint and a striving for repetition.’ She goes on to 
describe the ‘emotional economy of science’, including a ‘disdain of “hot” language and a 
cultivation of composure’. In an article about the field of ballistics research during and after 
the Second World War, Bourke shows how scientists distanced themselves from the real 
subject of their work — the precise and devastating effect of weapons such as dumdum bullets 
and napalm upon the human body. In the process, ‘violent agency’ was attributed to the 
technologies or the military, but not to the people who actually developed, refined and 
‘improved’ the weapons. 


Although the central job of ballistics scientists is the ‘effective production of wounds’, this 
is not regarded as violent, except to their victims, of course. In part, this lacuna is due to an 
ideological relationship forged between ‘violence’ and particular emotional states: anger, 
for instance. Indeed, one of the main criticisms ballistics scientists expressed about their 
paymasters (that is, the armed forces) is that the latter were swayed by emotion. In contrast, 


these scientists orchestrated cool, instrumental violence. Education, gender, class, status and 


whiteness were crucial in exempting them from any accusations of being violent men.*4 


Bourke’s article is an excellent example of how the history of emotions has contributed to 
our understanding of both science and violence, and these scientists can perhaps be 
understood as forming an emotional community. She concludes with a call to expand our 
definitions of violence by being attentive to the ways some practices and people — in this 
case, ballistics scientists — are effectively excluded from the entire category.°° 

Her findings allow us to reflect back upon Pinker’s celebration of cool reason — the ‘we’ of 
rational, disinterested thinkers — and his frequent attribution of violence to emotional heat, a 
binary that permits him to divorce the operations of reason from the production of violence. 
‘One would expect’, he thus writes, ‘that as collective r ationality is honed over the ages, it 
will progressively whittle away at the shortsighted and hot-blooded impulses toward 
violence, and force us to treat a greater number of rational agents as we would have them 
treat us’, a pacifying effect he believes has accelerated since 1945.°° Ironically enough, he 
attributes the technologies of death — the very subject of Bourke’s article — to hot emotions 
rather than the cool pleasures of scientific research (or the political economy of the military 
industrial complex): ‘When people are rapacious or terrified’, he remarks in passing, ‘they 
develop the weapons they need; when cooler heads prevail, the weapons rust in peace’. 
Indeed, in his view, it is precisely the ‘ability to set aside immediate experience, detach 
oneself from a parochial vantage point, and frame one’s ideas in abstract, universal terms’ 
that has led to ‘better moral commitments, including an avoidance of violence’.°’ As Bourke 
demonstrates, however, such an ability to detach ourselves need not lead to such laudable 
ends but can instead serve to enable violence and render even its extreme forms invisible — 
the role of scientists in facilitating the mass use of napalm in Vietnam (by the United States) 
and Algeria (by France), the supposedly ‘surgical strikes’ of the Iraq War and modern drones, 
the US torture programme politely termed ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’. Indeed, this 
very violence has been embedded in and explicitly justified by the same rhetoric of 
civilization (and savagery) reproduced by Pinker throughout his book. 

Such arguments are anathema to Pinker, for whom reason and science (which he defines as 
‘the refining of reason to understand the world’”® ) are indelibly tied to progress and good. In 
responding to his critics, Pinker bemoans ‘a demonization campaign’ by humanities scholars 
that ‘impugns’ science, reason and Enlightenment values. Dismissing out of hand the very 
idea of any substantive connection between these fields and violence, he cites a ‘twisted 
narrative’ (with regard to scholarship on the Holocaust that identifies a lineage to 
Enlightenment rationality), ‘pseudoscience’ (with reference to scientific racism and 
eugenics), a ‘universally deplored breach’ in scientific practice and ‘one-time failure to 
prevent harm’ that yet ‘may even have been defensible by the standards of the day’ and is 
‘often misreported to pile up the indictment’ (the Tuskegee syphilis study), and scattered bad 
apples more generally.°? My point here is not to demonize rationality, science or modernity, 
blaming them for all social ills. Rather, it is to highlight the historical stakes of identifying 


violence and to suggest more nuanced understandings of its dynamics, both today and in the 
past: that these dynamics include its imbrication with ‘cool’ reason does not invalidate the 
entire faculty of reason as such. 

Reading Pinker through Bourke thus allows several observations. Excluding from the 
category of violence that which he does not wish to see and that which undermines his thesis, 
Pinker especially minimizes contemporary structural forms associated with capitalism, 
racism, the state, and science, whether in the expanding circle of environmental devastation 
or the system of mass incarceration, including the mass torture of solitary confinement. His 
claim to cool, scientific objectivity — itself predicated on particular emotional norms — 
facilitates both the erasure of ideology from his own highly ideological position and its 
projection onto others.°! To be sure, his impassioned attacks on his perceived foes — led by 
those he dismisses as eco- and social-justice warriors as well as the academic left — reveal an 
underswell of rather strong emotions. 


Scripting revenge 


Pinker opens his discussion of revenge, which is one of his five ‘inner demons’, with several 
paragraphs intended to display its universality: he quotes the Hebrew Bible, Homer (the same 
famous line on sweetness), Shakespeare’s Shylock, the Yugoslav revolutionary Milovan 
Djilas, a nameless man from New Guinea and the Apache chief Geronimo. In his view, the 
‘urge for vengeance’ forms a major cause of violence in everything from tribal warfare, 
homicide and school shootings to urban riots, terrorism and modern war, citing Pearl Harbor 
and 9/11. ‘Revenge is not confined to political and tribal hotheads’, he explains, ‘but is an 
easily pushed button in everyone’s brain’. The urge thus ‘begins with the Rage circuit in the 
mid-brain-hypothalamus-amygdala pathway’ and then, in humans, ‘activates the insular 
cortex, which gives rise to feelings of pain, disgust, and anger’. Citing proverbs (‘revenge is 
a dish best served cold’), apparently as conjoined illustration and evidence, Pinker describes 
how the reaction can then shift ‘from an aversive anger to a cool and pleasurable seeking’, 
noting in addition how ‘revenge requires the disabling of empathy’.®* Although the 
neurobiological understanding of the amygdala — raisin-sized masses of nerve cells in both 
halves of the brain — is in fact very much a work in progress, linked not just to threat 
responses but also to aspects of smell, vision and even musical perception, it has been the 
central spot on which universalist, essentialized and unchanging views of emotion have been 
pegged since the nineteenth century.°? For Pinker, the urge for revenge is the product of 
evolutionary forces that have enduringly moulded our brains, and he locates its origins in the 
value of deterrence to survival — the threat to answer violence with violence. Along the best 
antidotes, in his view, are a strong state, civic norms and the self-control inculcated by the 
civilizing process. 

Pinker’s view of revenge is flat, inadequate to understanding its historical forms, cultural 
meanings and social operations. Half of his examples are literary — the storytelling of Homer, 
the Old Testament and Shakespeare — and the other half are configured as primitive, with 


Djilas described as ‘born into a feuding clan of Montenegrins’ (in homage to Balkan 
stereotypes). Pinker is right in one respect: forms of revenge do recur across many cultures, 
but they are better understood as meaningful narratives, scripts or strategies, which are 
shaped by specific emotional and cultural resources (sometimes including the Old Testament) 
and technologies (the media), and in which various emotives as well as logic and reason may 
play a role. In other words, the desire for, articulations of and practices of revenge emerge 
within the context of what we might call emotional communities. More broadly, historians 
integrate contextual (social, political, economic, cultural) dynamics and factors, agency and 
contingency, and relations of power and subordination. They thus address a major lacuna of 
Pinker’s overall approach: his failure to theorize the social, that is, the ways supposedly 
individual psychological urges and drives are also somehow ‘shared’ by collectives and 
change over time.** To make this jump (and elide the problem), he relies on metaphors of 
epidemiology (contagion and infection), refers broadly to ‘pathologies of thought’ and 
‘groupthink’ as especially characteristic of ‘ideology’, and routinely ascribes psychological 
deficiencies to people ‘infected’ with ideology, which effectively functions as his ‘inner 
demon’ for social processes. He summarizes thusly: ‘An ideology cannot be identified with a 
part of the brain or even with a whole brain, because it is distributed across the brains of 
many people.’°° 

Let me give a brief historical example. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
small groups of activists espousing various political ideologies were developing the tactics of 
what is now often called terrorism, including targeted political assassinations, which they 
theorized as a method of political struggle (a ‘weapon of the weak’ against a powerful state) 
and as ‘just vengeance’ against state violence, colonial domination and/or systemic economic 
exploitation. It is worth stating (without endorsing their methods) that these were powerful 
and violent forces in people’s lives, and that the tactic was grounded in a rational assessment 
of the balance of power. In an era marked by new technologies of media, transportation and 
communications, these groups also learned from one another, as did governments and police 
forces. Still, the character of these movements varied widely, with some becoming more 
brutal and others repudiating violence. In explaining their motivations, individuals often 
described political goals and ideals — freedom, suffrage, equality, human dignity — as well as 
personal experiences (including state violence), citing feelings not just of anger, pain or 
hatred but also love, sympathy and self-sacrifice. In sum, their political violence embodied 
both reason and emotion, self-control and spontaneity, in complex narratives that individuals 
and groups could tap and adapt, with these narratives (and emotional scripts) changing over 
time.°° Pinker, in contrast, advances a different notion of universalized ‘scripts for violence’. 
For him, such scripts are part of the ‘human behavioral repertoire’ that lie ‘quiescent’ until 
‘cued by propitious circumstances’.®’ By grounding the mechanisms of revenge within an 
ahistorical body, his model enables his birds-eye perspective on (supposed) meta-trends, but 
it cannot account for the complexities and nuances of micro-level histories, that is, for 
example, what might make some circumstances ‘propitious’ in the first place. 

Significant ethical issues also result from universalist approaches: not even all political 


revenge is the same. A very different form of terrorism took form in this same period in the 
United States, especially, but not only, in the Jim Crow south: it involved systemic, state- 
sanctioned violence against African Americans, including lynching, which was likewise 
justified with reference to revenge (and the racialized binary of civilization/savagery). In this 
case, the ‘grievances’ were imaginary and constructed, propagating a politics (and emotional 
economy) of white victimization that served to legitimize, enact and uphold the institutions 
and manifold violences of white supremacy. To describe this expression of revenge as a 
‘button’ like any other, just ‘cued by propitious circumstances’, obstructs a full telling of this 
history — its distinctive circumstances, racialized dynamics of power and subordination, 
historical subjectivities, emotional communities and sociopolitical legacies. In other words, 
the subject position is important: in order to understand a phenomenon such as revenge, 
including its emotional valence and relation to violence, it matters who is speaking or acting 


and why. There are historical and ethical differences in the experiences, narratives and 


emotives of victims and perpetrators, bystanders and witnesses.” 


This point brings me back to the examples originally cited by Pinker, especially his air of 
careless disregard. He describes the Hebrew Bible as obsessed with revenge but neglects to 
mention the distinctions it draws between sacred and personal vengeance — and the 
proscription of the latter. Shylock’s words are quoted without thought for Shakespeare’s 
literary and dramatic purpose, a topic with a lively scholarship on the complex significance 
of antisemitism. Lastly, Pinker quotes Geronimo at length — the blood, his joy in victory, his 
order to ‘scalp the slain’ — using his remark about rejoicing in revenge to comment blithely 
on its futility: after all, he had been defeated. Geronimo’s words come from _ his 
autobiography, which is a complex, hybrid text based on carefully crafted oral testimony that 
he gave after some two decades as a prisoner of war, fully aware of his own personal defeat 
and a shared historical experience of forced displacement, mass murder and genocide; the 
text was also shaped by his interlocutors, the author and editor of the book, S. M. Barrett, an 
Oklahoma school superintendent, and an Apache translator, Asa Daklugie.”” The narrative 
strategies of the source and the layers of historical context are equally immaterial to Pinker, 
who culls Geronimo’s words from a secondary study in evolutionary psychology to evoke the 
savagery of (his) revenge as irrational urge. The violence of the ‘civilizing’ state hovers in the 
background, indistinct and tangential. 


Conclusion 


In applying the universalist categories of evolutionary psychology to historical subjects and 
processes, Pinker shapes a narrative of historical change around a reductive, ahistorical 
definition of violence — one with major, built-in blind spots, especially with regard to forms 
of systemic and state violence as well as the chequered historical relationship between 
science, reason, and violence. This narrative further depicts historical progress as emanating 
from the benevolent rationality of disinterested elites, such as himself; subaltern demand and 
resistance, in this telling, are sources of anarchy and violence. Finally, Pinker consistently 


represents himself as the voice of cool (scientific) reason, a discursive strategy that allows 
him to deny his own ideological position and political agenda and to accuse his critics of 
ideological bias and emotionality. The exposure of these mechanisms can help to explain the 
powerful attraction of his books for some readers and to facilitate different accounts of and 
responses to the history of violence. 
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Pinker and contemporary historical consciousness 


Mark S. Micale 


Taken together, the preceding seventeen chapters constitute a definitive critique of Better 
Angels of Our Nature and Enlightenment Now — a critique whose overall verdict is 
resoundingly negative. Such cogent and learned evaluations speak for themselves. What I 
want to do here is articulate how historians — both inside and outside the academy — go about 
their work and contrast that against the modus operandi of Steven Pinker. 


How historians work 


Every branch of knowledge has certain methods and standards its practitioners generally 
agree upon. We historians see our role as interpreting recorded past events from the 
perspective of the present. We put much thought into choosing the subjects we study, making 
sure to describe and delimit them carefully. We define, as well as we can, the most important 
terms we employ. To understand a past event or person, practice or process, we believe that 
it’s essential to learn as much as possible about the time and place in which the event 
occurred. Contextual knowledge is vital for genuine understanding. The bigger or more 
complicated a topic, the more challenging it becomes to generalize about it. Historians revel 
in the fine-grained particularities and peculiarities of the past; we enjoy colourful anecdotes 
about the past, yet we know that they are not primary evidence that can sustain an entire 
argument or interpretation. We base our understanding of a historical period on an 
examination of its physical remains; most often these are written documents, but they may 
also be photographs, films, artworks and other kinds of objects and artefacts. The skill that 
we probably value the most is the ability to critically evaluate what sorts of knowledge a 
scholar can and cannot obtain from a given source. 

We believe passionately in intellectual expertise and deeply respect knowledge that has 
been obtained through close, systematic, and sometimes career-long, study. We hold that it is 
important to read and master what other scholars have said and published about our chosen 
subject (i.e. the historiography of a given topic or field). On both the college and graduate 
school levels, we teach our students that the past was as complicated as the present and that it 
therefore requires complex and nuanced judgements. 

Truth about the past, and therefore our knowledge of it, can never be more than an 


approximation. The fragmentary nature of extant sources, the subjectivity of the individual 
doing the interpreting and the inescapable pastness of the past limit full comprehension. As 
in the sciences, the pursuit of this elusive truth is very much a collective enterprise, which is 
why we regularly organize all sorts of group undertakings and continually seek the input of 
our peers. We don’t think that any one practitioner has all the answers. The notion of a single, 
totalized interpretation beyond critique or contestation, in any realm of intellectual 
endeavour, is foolhardy in our view. Years of study have instilled in us a sense of historical 
causation — a kind of intuitive awareness of how things do and do not happen. 

Within the past generation or two, academically trained historians have also become 
cognizant of the ways in which current conditions shape our views of the past. We try to 
guard against imposing twenty-first-century convictions and preferences on the often very 
different assumptions and conditions of the past.* Analogously, we recognize that the 
historian’s own life experiences and ideological perspectives can influence our ideas and 
interpretations. We therefore think it is important to acknowledge, as much as possible, the 
beliefs that inform our work. 

To further illuminate a project, historians sometimes decide that we need to draw on the 
methods, findings and insights of a collateral field of knowledge, such as anthropology, 
archaeology, linguistics or the law. It’s not uncommon for us to spend years mastering a 
second discipline. And while we are proud to be professionals in our field, we admire and 
welcome the work of ‘amateur’ scholars from outside the academy. As an undergraduate, in 
the late 1970s I majored in history because I was inspired by the books of Barbara Tuchman 
about fourteenth-century Europe, the run-up to the First World War, and the career of Joseph 
Stilwell in China.? Tuchman was a gifted non-academic historian. Today, some of my 
favourite histories are books by non-academics like Russell Shorto and Adam Hochschild. 
One thing we insist upon is that writings such as these, spanning the divide between popular 
and scholarly audiences, abide by the basic intellectual standards outlined above. 

Since approximately the end of the Second World War, the historical profession has been 
retreating from what is sometimes called philosophical historicism — the idea that history as a 
whole has a direction and is headed towards some ascertainable end point. Such linear and 
teleological schemes were once very common; indeed, they animated some of the major 
works of historiography and were central to thinkers such as Plato, Hegel and Marx. By 
contrast, most trained historians now would argue that the course actually taken by history 
has disproven such grand designs. We have become sceptical of the notion that events are 
destined to unfold inexorably in a single trajectory towards a universal goal. In fact, such 
meta-historical theories sometimes played out in ways that proved dangerous and destructive. 
In place of philosophical historicism, today we tend to emphasize contingency and 
discontinuity in history. We’ve become comfortable with the idea that multiple trends can 
operate at the same time — that, for instance, progress, regress and stasis can co-exist. We 
prefer to write history in the plural rather than the singular. That said, we still understand the 
basic need to generalize; we value big-picture accounts; and we are excited by idea s that are 
bold and innovative. When a historian does formulate such a new, compelling interpretation, 


we excitedly engage his or her work.* 


A tally and a verdict 


If the cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker had made an effort to learn about how 
professional students of history actually work, he would have known the things I just laid 
out. On the campus of Harvard University in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where Pinker 
teaches, the Department of Psychology is within easy walking distance of the Department of 
History. A short stroll from William James Hall on Kirkland Street to the university’s main 
Widener Library passes directly by Robinson Hall, which houses Harvard’s eminent history 
faculty, including two contributors to this volume. It seems not to have occurred to Pinker to 
stop in and consult his institutional colleagues about an entire field of knowledge in which 
he’d had no training, even as he was engaged in writing two large-scale books that claimed to 
identify and analyse important historical developments. 

Consequently, Pinker’s central argument about the progressive pacification of our species, 
and its related contention that the present is the most peaceful time in human history, are 
beset with a host of problems. Here is a brief summary of the deficiencies that the 
contributors to this volume have pinpointed in his work: 


1. An overly narrow definition of violence as recorded statistical deaths from civilian and 
military causes. 

2. Exaggeration of violence in certain past eras, to contrast it with the supposed peacefulness 

of the modern age. 

. Aradical disregard for geo-chronological context. 

4. The citation of raw quantitative data to impart a spurious pseudo-scientific quality to his 
presentation. 

5. A tendency, in one topic after another, to ignore or dismiss copious quantities of 
counterevidence. 

6. Failure to engage with the most important and respected scholarship on many subjects. 

7. Exclusion of entire categories of violence that would complicate, if not contradict, his 
thesis, such as violence against indigenous people, colonial violence, prison violence, 
environmental violence and violence against animals. 

8. Privileging of Western Europe and North America over the histories of Latin America, 
Africa, Asia and elsewhere in a work that aspires to explain behaviour worldwide. 

9. Minimalization of the horrors of the twentieth century, including the First and the Second 
World War, the Holocaust, Stalin’s Soviet Union, Mao’s China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia. 

10. Failure to recognize the legacies of mass violence that endure long after the traumatic 
events have run their course. 

11. Dismissal of newer forms of violence, and newly uncovered forms of past violence, such 
as the sexual abuse of children, wartime sexual violence, international human trafficking 
and cyber-violence. 

12. Systematic unwillingness to acknowledge and examine the ideological orientations 


QW 


underlying his thinking and writing. 


To this catalogue must be added Pinker’s disturbing response to the reception his books have 
received. His reflexive, resentful dismissal of any critical comments seems to be combined 
with a complete incapacity for self-correction. 

When evaluated by experts in field after field, Better Angels of Our Nature and 
Enlightenment Now have been found untrustworthy. Empirical, methodological, 
interpretative and argumentative problems confound Pinker’s two forays into history. As 
Linda Fibiger above is the first to point out, Pinker’s claims are not taken seriously by 


historians in any specialized field of study.° His work does violence to history. 


Histories old and new 


If Better Angels of Our Nature and Enlightenment Now fail as historical scholarship, and 
even as scientific hypothesis, Pinker’s books may possess a certain power as ideological 
statements. But what ideology would that be? The contributors to this volume have distilled 
from his nearly 1,400 pages of text an underlying value system. In Pinker’s world view, 
human progress is palpable, its signs all around us, in longer life spans, in increasing 
prosperity and in a worldwide rise in literacy. The protean engine of this progress is a 
combination of political freedom and market capitalism leavened by modern science, 
industry and technology. Since he is a psychologist by training, Pinker posits a psychological 
dimension to the process of human advancement: the ever-greater exercise of reason, 
intelligence and ingenuity combined with a growing capacity for altruism and empathy. 

Against a prehistorical background of nature red tooth and claw, Pinker sees human 
violence waxing and waning through the centuries, but he believes that from the right 
vantage point, an overall trend towards pacification is discernible and undeniable. In the 
longue-durée ascent of our species, the eighteenth-century Enlightenment in Britain, Western 
and Central Europe, and the early United States played a pivotal role, he maintains; this was 
the breakaway moment when a constellation of ideas about nature, truth, reason, science, 
liberty, education, government, peace and happiness were for the first time widely and 
programmatically expressed. Enlightenment ideals, in his view, are still being worked out 
today; they are essentially responsible for what is best about our own time, and, if properly 
appreciated and cultivated, they bode well for the future of humanity. Pinker admits that cruel 
and violent acts continue to occur, but he thinks such tragedies take place less often, are less 
severe and are abhorred by more people than ever before. To him, outbreaks of brutality in 
our time represent reversions, or evolutionary throwbacks, to the bellicose tribal mentality of 
our prehistoric past. 

In one version or another, the cluster of beliefs that Pinker subscribes to is common in the 
West — and elsewhere as well. It’s a defensible philosophy. Had Pinker presented his vision as 
an autobiographical testament or as contemporary cultural criticism, rather than as history, he 
might have entitled his books My Faith in Science and Reason or perhaps Three Cheers for 
Western Modernity! or Positivism and Progress. These titles would have been more credible 


and less objectionable than the ones he chose. 

If Pinker’s work is essentially ideological-cum-historical, what, then, do genuine historians 
have to say in response? On first thought, it may seem that the most pertinent riposte to his 
progressivist world view is simply a recitation of recent events.° A worldwide disease 
pandemic, global market recessions, ceaseless gun violence, resurgent racism and 
nationalism, spiralling unemployment and homelessness, massive health inequalities, climate 
change—related natural disasters, egregious government corruption, deadly urban pollution 
and accelerated deforestation of the Amazon are just some of the day’s headlines. To 
reconcile Pinker’s theory with the current tumult in the world is difficult. 

If we take a somewhat longer view, we see that democracy has not been faring very well 
lately: the end of the Cold War in 1989-91 was an unprecedented opportunity for bringing 
free representative government to the many former Soviet Bloc nations. But thirty years later, 
several of these Eastern European nations have fallen back into authoritarian politics, and 
post-Communist Russia itself is evermore repressive and autocratic. In China, Xi Jinping has 
been consolidating his dictatorship and cracking down on democracy’s defenders in Hong 
Kong. Turkey, Brazil and the United States have suffered dangerous, demagogic leaders. Just 
as troubling to me, as a lifelong educator, is the poisoning of political news cultures in 
Western countries. In her incisive analysis Democracy and Truth, the intellectual historian 
Sophia Rosenfeld diagnoses ‘the crisis of objective truth’ unleashed in America by partisan 
television and social media sites that peddle bogus information and conspiracy theories 
around the clock.’ Enlightenment’s mantra — learning the truth so it can set us free — has 


never been more difficult to achieve; the current era of ‘fake news’ is enabled by the very 


technological modernity that Pinker seeks to lionize.® 


On current events, of course, everyone has his or her own opinions. For this book, a more 
appropriate question might be: ‘How do historians, as a community of professionals, respond 
to Pinker’s philosophy of human betterment?’ To explore that issue, we need to pose a 
different question: not ‘How best to research and write good history?’ but ‘Why study history 
at all?’ 

Through the centuries, that basic question has been asked frequently but has generated a 
variety of answers. Beginning in ancient Greece and continuing right up to the early 
twentieth century, one prominent, appealing genre of history chronicled the lives and 
dramatic actions of famous individuals, especially in politics, diplomacy and warfare. These 
accounts typically took the form of epic narratives and carried the implication that these 
legendary men — whether heroes or villains — exerted a determining influence on the course 
of history. 

A second strand of history writing emerged from the world’s great religions, including the 
hybrid Judeo-Christian tradition. The so-called providential histories perceive everything that 
happens in the past, present and future as the working out of the Creator’s cosmological will 
or purpose. Although that plan might be inscrutable to humans, a guide to the divine master 
plan exists in major texts of that religion such as the Bible. 

A third answer to the question ‘Why study history?’ was provided by the enlighteners of the 


eighteenth century. For Voltaire in France, Edward Gibbon in Britain and the Founding 
Fathers in early America, the past was pre-eminently populated by a voluminous cast of 
characters who exhibited a range of character traits worth studying. History in this view is the 
spectacle of these figures’ virtuous (and in some cases, invidious) actions played out against 
the backdrop of events. One studied history, therefore, to learn ‘the lessons of the past’, 
especially regarding how to govern a nation, conduct a war, achieve prosperity and the like. 

The nineteenth century, particularly in the British Isles during the long Victorian/Edwardian 
period (1837-1914), produced a fourth paradigm of historical meaning. This model has, 
since the 1930s, been labelled Whig history writing. In the Whig outlook, history represents 
first and foremost a steady advance towards a future quasi-utopia in which the principal traits 
being chronicled will reach their fullest possible realization. In the nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, sweeping moral narratives of this sort focused on a variety of themes: 
freedom, happiness, enlightenment, constitutional monarchy, parliamentary democracy, 
science and technology, and civilization itself. These stories tended to divide people and 
events into good and bad. There might be challenges and setbacks along the way, but 
eventual triumph was a matter of historical destiny. Among the books and essays that fell into 
the Whig canon were William Whewell’s History of the Inductive Sciences from the Earliest 
to the Present Times (1837), Henry Thomas Buckle’s History of Civilization in England 
(1857), W. E. H. Lecky’s History of the Rise and Influence of the Spirit of Rationalism in 
Europe (1865), Lord Acton’s History of Freedom (1907) and Benedetto Croce’s History as 
the Story of Liberty (1938). In the Anglo-Whig view, the present was always the apex of a 
progressive movement.!? 

These paradigms shared a number of features: they all prod uced ambitious longitudinal 
narratives. They spanned centuries, if not millennia. The great change agents were invariably 
men. Furthermore, a single country or region — be it the classical Mediterranean, the ancient 
Middle East, the Christian West, Anglo-Saxon Northern Europe, Germany, Britain, France or 
the United States — was projected to be the hub of history from which civilization spread to 
the rest of the known human-inhabited world. Usually the epicentre was the historian- 
author’s own country or continent. The things that were admirable in the tales these 
historians told typically served as a metaphor for what was seen as noble about the human 
species aS a whole. For generations, countless textbooks of ‘Western civilization’ and 
histories of individual Western countries derived from the Whig historiographical tradition, 
albeit with various nationalistic twists. 

Few professional practitioners today approach their work in any of these four ways. 
Although contemporary historians share with these earlier approaches a deep fascination with 
the past and a belief that we must assiduously study and learn from it, the content and 
practice of history writing have been fundamentally transformed in the past fifty years. This 
sea change was prompted by a simple realization: that all the earlier paradigms had excluded 
the experiences of the vast majority of human beings who lived in the past. Among those 
omitted were such numerically massive segments of people as women, peasants, workers and 
the poor. The earlier modes of history writing also excluded whole categories of people who 


— by dint of their national, ethnic or racial identity — constituted minority populations in the 
societies under study. Geographically speaking, those past accounts left out much, if not all, 
of the world outside the author’s own civilizational orbit. 

In dramatic contrast, thousands of scholars working over the past three generations have 
been researching, recovering and reconstructing the histories of the previously ignored and 
excluded. Women, peasants, industrial workers, the poor, immigrants, indigenous people, 
colonial subjects, Blacks, Hispanics, Asians, Jews, gay people and disabled people are just 
some of the ever-expanding number of historical subjects. Vast fields of empirical research 
have been opened up. The stories of these newly enfranchised groups are not secondary or 
supplementary; they have been granted equal space and equivalent integrity to the elite 
groups that formerly dominated historical accounts. Especially in English-speaking colleges 
and universities around the world, whole new curricula of history have been formulated. This 
enlargement of the discipline’s content has been reinforced, particularly since the late 
twentieth century, by globalization; history has simultaneously been invigorated by the 
possibility of crafting truly global — rather than nation-based or continent-based — narratives. 
The avalanche of new scholarship has magisterially enlarged our understanding of the past, 
what it consists of and how it bears on contemporary public culture. 

This new history does not entail just a broadened subject matter. It also raises lines of 
inquiry that are overtly political: Who was responsible for the omissions from the historical 
record? How did those individuals or institutions make their decisions? And to what ends? 

For the aggregate of past human experiences to become written history in the present, 
selection, organization, analysis and interpretation are required. Those tasks, including the 
preliminary selection of subject matter, involve acts of inclusion and exclusion. Whose life 
experiences gain attention and whose are sidelined are not happenstance; the decisions are 
made by individual authors or a community of authors that formulate judgements on who is 
important enough to be recalled, studied and memorialized — that is, whose lives matter — and 
who should be forgotten or ‘dis-remembered’. 

These decisions are unavoidably ideological: in 1995, Michel-Rolph Trouillot provided a 
now classic discussion of this point in Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 
History.‘ History, Trouillot saw, is not a neutral, non-ideological narrative that writes itself. 
Taking Christopher Columbus, the Haitian Revolution and the Mexican-American War’s 
Battle of the Alamo as examples, he showed how histories have been written by the winners 
of conflicts who seek to centre and celebrate themselves while presenting the vanquished in 
ways that are distorted and deleterious or writing the defeated out of collective memory 
altogether. 

It is no coincidence that Trouillot, who for many years directed the Institute for Global 
Studies at Johns Hopkins University, is Haitian by birth. The Haitian Revolution of 1791-— 
1804 was the first successful slave revolt in world history and also the first time that a non- 
European people overthrew a European colonial regime in order to establish a new and 
independent nation. News of the uprising’s success reverberated throughout North and South 
America, Britain and Western Europe, terrifying slave owners and inspiring emancipationist 


movements for much of the nineteenth century. Yet as late as the 1980s, when I undertook 
graduate studies at Yale in modern European history, there was no coverage of this 
momentous event. Was this a 200-year oversight or was it an archetypal example of 
‘ideological erasure’? Today, because of the remarkable reconceptualization of historical 
scholarship, when historians teach ‘the Age of the Atlantic Revolutions’, the American, 
French and Haitian Revolutions receive equal time. 


Pinker and contemporary historical consciousness 


More and more historians realize that violence — and, in particular, the desire to conceal past 
violence — has been subjected to selective historical amnesia. In one instance after another, 
the human groups excluded from past histories were those who held subordinate status. It is 
not just that ‘history is written by the victors’, as the maxim (attributed to Winston Churchill) 
goes; the victories, we discover, were often secured with tremendous bloodshed. The 
violence often took place far from the centre of the dominant power (e.g. in the Zulu nation, 
the Tasmanian countryside, the Congo jungle, the Dakota hinterland) where it remained out 
of sight. Some of the violence occurred in closed institutional settings, such as prisons, 
camps, hospitals and asylums. Perpetrators of crimes often do everything they can to ensure 
that the event is forgotten. If compelled to acknowledge ignominious acts, they tend to 
explain and excuse it as a necessary step towards some greater goal, such religious 
conversion or a civilizing mission, or as a response to resistance and rebellion. Recovery of 
the hidden violence — which in some cases entailed entire systems of oppression in operation 
over centuries — is for the first time being constituted as a subject of independent historical 
study. 

One of the most bracing changes this transvaluation has brought is the idea of imagining 
and investigating history from the perspective of the victim. With this reorientation, a new 
history is emerging, one that is fuller and more interesting and that delive rs a truer sense of 
the past, including the good, the bad and the ugly. Great empire builders, from Alexander the 
Great to Napoleon Bonaparte, have been the stuff of ancient and modern legend; their heroic 
adventures look far different when viewed by the societies they conquered.!* Military 
historians are now likely to spend as much time discussing the experience of civilians, 
including women, children, prisoners and refugees, as presenting the achievements of male 
combatants and their leaders. They may also attempt to reconstruct the enemy’s point of 
view.!? A book like Marcus Rediker’s The Slave Ship: A Human Story (2007) enriched our 
understanding of the transatlantic slave trade by examining side by side the experiences of 
officers, sailors, slaves and former slaves.‘* A more topical example is the construction of 
America’s transcontinental railroad in the 1860s. In generations of textbooks, this project was 
presented as a benchmark in American expansionism, a feat of private—public financing, and 
a miracle of engineering; today it is also examined for its impact on Chinese immigrant 
labour, Indian tribes living along its path and the buffalo that once dominated much of the 
terrain. Events of mass mortality, which previously received little or no attention outside of 


local or regional accounts, are now for the first time being integrated into global history. The 
Taiping Rebellion in southern China (1850-64), which resulted in 20 to 30 million deaths; 
the Paraguayan war of the 1860s, which did away with nearly 70 per cent of Paraguay’s adult 
males; the so-called Holodomor of the early 1930s, which starved to death millions of ethnic 
Ukrainians; and the Hindu—Muslim massacres following the partitioning of India and 
Pakistan in 1947 are examples of this phenomenon. 

Two fields that have been reshaped by this new approach are indigenous history and 
colonial/postcolonial studies. People in Europe and the Americas are familiar with the recent 
controversy over Christopher Columbus. The late fifteenth-century Italian explorer and 
navigator, the first European to voyage by sea to the Caribbean, was indubitably brave and 
intrepid. Change the viewing lens, however, and Columbus’ ‘discovery of America’ is the 
start of a series of events, many of them carried out by Spanish ‘conquistadors’, that within 
fifty years decimated the indigenous Caribbean and Mesoamerican populations, some of 
which possessed rich cultures, including languages, books, and thousand-year histories.!° In 
terms of biology and ecology, too, first contact with ‘the New World’ makes for a less-than- 
glorious story.!© 

Lest we think that genocides of native peoples were inadvertent and limited to the pre- 
eighteenth-century period (impressions left by Pinker), consider another example, this one 
less well known but recently highlighted in painful detail. It concerns the Mendocino Indian 
Wars along the coast of northern California during the third quarter of the nineteenth century. 
American Genocide: The United States and the California Indian Catastrophe , 1846—73 was 
published in 2017 by the young UCLA historian Benjamin Madley. It is a work of profound 
research. It is also one of the most depressing books that, as a resident of the state of 
California, I have read in years. ‘7 

Won from Mexico by way of conquest, the territory of California was formally annexed by 
the American government in 1848. That same year, gold was unexpectedly discovered in the 
hills northeast of Sacramento. In 1850, California entered the Union as ‘a free non-slavery 
state’. As a result of this confluence of events, hundreds of thousands of white people, mostly 
young men in search of quick fortune, flooded into the northern half of the state during the 
1850s. The newcomers sought land and water, which quickly brought them into conflict with 
the native inhabitants of the area who had lived there peacefully and productively for 
thousands of years. In 1769, before Spanish colonizers introduced new diseases into their 
environment, an estimated 310,000 Indians lived in California. When the Stars and Stripes 
were hoisted over the first state capitol building in 1850, the number had dropped to 150,000. 
By 1873, when the last of the ‘Indian Wars’ in the area came to an ignoble end, the Native 
American population had plummeted to 30,000, and the US Census of 1880 recorded just 
16,277 Indians living in the entire state. 

The violent history of settler—Indian relations across the North American continent is 
common knowledge. Madley’s accomplishment is to provide the first comprehensive, 
incident-by-incident inventory of each shooting, hanging, kidnapping, ambush, massacre and 


battle as it unfolded during the years between 1846 and 1873.!° Reconstructing this record of 


killings required a remarkable array of primary sources. ‘9 


Using as a pretence the occasional theft of ranchers’ cattle and resistance to having their 
ancestral lands appropriated, recently arrived whites, Madley shows, e mbarked on an overtly 
exterminatory policy towards the indigenous inhabitants of northern California. The state 
militia, local volunteer militia groups, irregular bands of vigilante Indian fighters and, 
increasingly, the US army all undertook large-scale indiscriminate killings of the unarmed 
Indians. Not only land-hungry homesteaders but state legislators, local judges, state 
governors, the California Supreme Court and the US Senate, as well as the press and the 
burgeoning Euro-American public, supported Indian suppression and removal. Unrestrained 
violence that transgressed federal policy went unnoticed and unprosecuted by faraway 
Washington DC. 

The most lethal of the raids occurred in the Mendocino Expedition of 1859-60 when 
roaming bands of settlers destroyed stores of food, torched villages in nighttime attacks and 
slew any members of the local Yuki tribes they could locate, regardless of gender or age. 
Indians who somehow survived the regional slaughter were shunted onto small agriculturally 
undesirable reservations. Some surviving women and children were seized for sale.7° 

Until the appearance of Madley’s unflinching and full-scale account, this region of 
California figured in US textbooks only in connection with the Gold Rush, the early growth 
of San Francisco and the swashbuckling career of the explorer John C. Frémont. In stark 
contrast, Madley and others are excavating the truth about how the American West was really 
won. In one instance after another, a wave of massacres of a region’s indigenous inhabitants 
was followed by generations of broken treatises, forced resettlement, deculturation and the 
placement of minors in non-Indian homes and boarding schools. The destructive trans- 
generational consequences of these traumas continue right up to the present when Native 
Americas are the US minority most disproportionately killed by the Covid-19 pandemic. 

A second site of widespread government-sanctioned violence that long went under-recorded 
and unrecognized is colonial. The thirty-year period running from the late 1940s to the late 
1970s was the age of decolonization on the African Continent. Undoing the late nineteenth- 
century ‘Scramble for Africa’, over fifty countries across Africa secured independence 
during these decades. Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain and the United Kingdom were 
the European powers involved. 

Among the bloody ‘end of empire’ struggles was that of Kenya in the 1950s. In 1895, for 
commercial profit, the British laid claim to ‘the East African Protectorate’, renaming the 
territory ‘British Kenya’ in 1920 as they consolidated their control. Many people of the 
Kikuyu, Kenya’s largest ethnic group, had lost arable land in the occupation; the British hold 
began to weaken in the early 1950s when about 20,000 Kikuyu men organized a violent 
insurrection that came to be called ‘the Mau Mau Rebellion’. As in Star Wars, the empire 
struck back and crushed the rebellion, just as it did when confronted with restive local 
populations across its now-rapidly contracting world empire. Accounts of late colonial 
hostilities were written by (white male British) historians in London or Oxbridge, who relied 
uncritically on the Colonial Office’s official reports. They acknowledged that rogue soldiers 


had gone too far in some acts of suppression of the Kikuyu but, they claimed, the regrettable 
incidents were limited and unavoidable. Allegations of more serious and widespread human 
rights abuses, from first-hand witnesses, were dismissed. And, at any rate, Kenya obtained its 
independence on 12 December 1963. 

Decades went by before the true story of British-Kenyan affairs came to the world’s 
attention. The American historian Caroline Elkins’ book Imperial Reckoning: The Untold 
Story of Britain’s Gulag in Kenya tells a profoundly disturbing story — one that bears out in 
detail Trouillot’s analysis of state power and the construction of history.*! Elkins, a 
contributor to this volume, spent the better part of ten years researching the last decade of 
British colonial rule in Kenya. As they exited Kenya, the British destroyed thousands of files 
about the insurrection. Elkins, however, scoured libraries and archives to locate extant 
documents in Nairobi and London. She interviewed former colonial personnel. Most 
importantly, she learned to speak Swahili, which allowed her to interview over 300 survivors 
and their families who had lived in rural Kenya during the 1950s. By dint of her 
extraordinary perseverance, Elkins, now a professor at Harvard, pieced together a revealing 
chapter in African decolonialization from the perspective of the victimized population. Her 
book, published in 2005, won the Pulitzer Prize for General Non-Fiction. 

Elkins found that British colonial authorities repressed the Mau Mau fighters through 
‘regularized and systematized violence’. They imprisoned without trials around 17,000 
Kenyan fighters for two to six years. As a matter of policy, ‘recalcitrant’ prisoners were 
subjected to beatings, torture, castration, solitary isolation and hard labour intended to break 
their rebellious spirit; some were outright executed. The scale and scope of the repression 
vastly exceeded what had previously been known. Adapting tactics honed in earlier anti- 
colonial fights in Egypt, India and elsewhere, the authorities constructed dozens of makeshift 
detention centres and imprisoned between 160,000 and 320,000 Kikuyu in them. Several 
facilities were set up to incarcerate women. Dire conditions ensued with thousands of deaths 
from disease, malnutrition, exposure and forced labour. In addition, Elkins discovered, 
occupying colonial forces corralled as many as 1.5 million people — women and children 
included — into villages that for years stood barricaded with barbed wire and were heavily 
patrolled. Elkins’ book — its British version is titled Britain’s Gulag — likens the Kenyan penal 
network to Soviet repression in Siberia. The first popularly elected Black-majority 
government of Kenya closed the detention camps across the country and freed all political 
prisoners upon achieving independence. 

Elkins’ exposé reverberated through Britain, inspiring a trial in London that played out 
between 2009 and 2013. Spurred on by Imperial Reckoning and represented by international 
human rights lawyers, several elderly Kenyans sued the British government for past damages 
in London’s High Court of Justice. Elkins, along with another historian, David M. Anderson 
from the University of Warwick, was an expert witness at the trial.** For years the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office responded with indignant denials of any wrongdoing in its former 
empire. Then, following the discovery of a trove of incriminating colonial documents that 
had been concealed and classified for decades in British intelligence archives, on 6 June 2013 


the government announced a settlement with the Mau Mau claimants. It issued an official 
apology to the people of Kenya, agreed to compensate 5,228 Kenyan survivors who were 
imprisoned and abused during the insurrection, and subsidized a monument to the victims of 
torture under British rule. The monument was unveiled in Nairobi’s Uhuru Park in 2015.*° 

Benjamin Madley and Caroline Elkins are part of a new generation of researchers who, 
through intrepid historical research and a passionate commitment to finding out what really 
happened, are overturning old narratives and rewriting their subjects’ histories.** It is 
important to emphasize that the atrocities being discovered and documented were in some 
cases perpetrated not by dictatorial totalitarian regimes but by Western liberal democracies. 
There is no mention of either set of events — the Mendocino wars or British brutality in 
Kenya — in Pinker’s story of the world becoming less and less violent. 

For a sobering account of our species’ long history of genocidal violence, continuing to 
almost the present day, a thorough survey is Ben Kiernan’s Blood and Soil: A World History 
of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to Darfur.*? Kiernan, a history professor at Yale 
and a specialist on the Cambodian genocide of 1975—9, concludes that race hatred, 
ideological warfare and religious sectarianism, combined with territorial expansionism, are 
the common motivations of past mass killings. Since the year 1400, genocides have occurred 
in every century and across the globe. Published in 2007, Blood and Soil includes full 
chapters on the English conquest of Ireland in the sixteenth century, the extermination of 
Indians by colonists and settlers of British North America in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, and massacres of Aborigines on the Australian frontier throughout the nineteenth 
century. 

Systematic killings reached their deadliest concentration in the twentieth century — in 
Turkish-controlled Armenia, Nazi-occupied Central and Eastern Europe, Stalin’s Soviet 
Union, Mao’s China and Khmer Rouge’s Cambodia. Modern technology, Kiernan observes 
time and again, gave these murderous campaigns a new scale and intensity. The years from 
the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s brought a succession of ‘ethnic cleansings’ — in Bosnia, 
Guatemala, Iraq, East Timor, Indonesia, Congo and Rwanda, not to mention the slaughter in 
Cambodia. Although Kiernan salutes the recent trend towards human rights accountability, 
including United Nations commissions of inquiry and International Criminal Court 
indictments, he devotes his closing ten pages to genocidal violence since 2000 and labels the 
killing of 300,000 African tribal farmers in Sudan’s western Darfur region ‘the opening 
genocide of the twenty-first century’.*° He detects no diminution of genocidal movements 
and identifies a number of hotspots where worsening circumstances could fuel future 
conflicts. And the European Enlightenment? That eighteenth-century harbinger of hope plays 
no part whatsoever in Kiernan’s 700-plus pages.’ 

The transformation of historical sensibility that has come about in the last half century is 
continuing. It is not just post-1960s radical activist-historians who are thinking anew about 
violence and our relation to it. While the editors and contributors were preparing this volume, 
one public statue after another, around the world, was being removed, defaced or destroyed. 
Why? Because these images in bronze memorialized figures such as the British arch- 


imperialist Cecil Rhodes, Belgium’s brutal King Leopold II, an anti-Maori naval officer in 
New Zealand and leaders of the Confederate army who fought to maintain slavery in 
America. The roles those once-honoured men played in past violent actions have come under 
scrutiny and been found unacceptable. At stake, in the words of historians Jo Guldi and 
David Armitage, is ‘the public future of the past’.7® 

While old statues have been toppled in a rejection of violence and injustice, new structures 


expressing a popular awakening have been rising. Among them are the following: 


— A Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin, Germany (2004) 

— The Tuol Sleng Genocide Museum in Phnom Penh, Cambodia (2015) 

— The War and Women’s Rights Museum in Seoul, South Korea (2012) 

— The ‘Lynching Museum’ in Montgomery, Alabama (2018) 

— A monument to commemorate fallen Zulu warriors of the Anglo-Zulu Wars in 
Isandlwana, South Africa (1999) 

— Amemorial to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander men and women at the Australian 
War Memorial in Canberra (2019) 

— The Mother and Child sculpture in honour of victims of sexual violence in conflicts 
around the world, in central London (2019) 

— The National Museum of the American Indian (2004) and the National Museum of 
African-American History and Culture (2016), both on the Mall in Washington DC 

— The Rwanda Genocide Center with museum and burial rounds in Kigali, Rwanda (1999) 

— International slave trade museums on the Gaudeloupe Islands (2015) and in Liverpool, 
England (2007) 

— The Parque de la Memoria, for victims of state-sponsored terrorism, in Buenos Aires, 
Argentina (2007) 

— The Memorial to the Victims of Torture and I[l]-Treatment in the Colonial Era in Nairobi, 
Kenya (2015) 

— The Tacoma Chinese Reconciliation Park in Washington state recognizing the 
persecution of immigrants (2010) 


There is even an Animals in War Memorial in Hyde Park, London, built in 2004. Memorials 
and mausoleums dedicated to national-political leaders and cemeteries and monuments 
remembering the war dead remain some of the most moving and widely visited sites 
throughout the world. These traditional memorializations, however, are now being joined by 
sculptures, statues, museums, Commemorative sites and heritage parks devoted to civilian 
victims of mass violence who previously were rarely, if ever, commemorated. Many of these 
recently created sites have been established by government’s that are trying for the first time 


to engage and grapple with their involvement in past tragedies or atrocities.*° 


An intellectual necrology2? 


By all indications, Steven Pinker remains oblivious to the growing shift in historical 
consciousness. Of the various competing paradigms of history writing, his Better Angels of 
Our Nature and Enlightenment Now are most rooted in nineteenth-century Whig literature. 
Pinker’s neo-Whig frame of mind is manifested in elements such as these: a linear 
storytelling structure; an overarching progressivist interpretation; a willingness to subsume 
the great complexities of the past into a single moral trajectory; an evangelical belief that 
society today is freer, fairer, safer and richer than ever before; and an unbending faith that 
what is good and constructive in our species — that is, our ‘angelic’ side — will prevail over 
our darker, destructive capacities. 

Whig scholars in the Victorian era envisioned the Anglo-Saxon races of Britain and 
Northern, Western and Central Europe as superior to the rest of humanity: progress, to them, 
depended on spreading European-cultivated values, institutions and behaviours to less 
fortunate and ostensibly inferior parts of humanity. One of Pinker’s key contentions is that 
the evolution of societies towards an ever-kinder and gentler disposition is the single most 
important development in the history of our species. In his view, the Anglo-French 
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century was the brilliant before-and-after moment in this 
world historical process. Most of the change agents have been white male Westerners. The 
rest of the world follows, either receptive or resistant to Euro-American ideas; global history 
is Western history writ large. The index to Better Angels of Our Nature contains entries on 
certain aspects of violence with subheadings for individual European countries and then for 
‘the rest of the world’, an indication of where the author’s attention is focused and where it is 
not. Less economically and industrially developed regions, the so-called Global South, and 
societies with red-, yellow-, brown- and Black-skinned populations figure only tangentially 
in his calculations. Pinker’s books, although hefty, are noteworthy for what they leave out.*! 
The peoples denied voice and agency in his accounts are the same ones who often suffered 
great violence directed by the very Western governments he portrays as carriers of peace and 
progress. Pinker, unfortunately, is profoundly out of sync with contemporary historical 
thought. 

Better Angels of Our Nature made its debut just over a decade ago. With a fluent writing 
style, a celebrity endorsement (by Bill Gates) and a provocatively counter-intuitive thesis, the 
book made a splash. For a few years, it seemed that Pinker might become a major voice in 
the public political and cultural discourse of our time. The early reception of his work, 
however, came mainly in short journalistic reviews written in turnaround time by 
commentators with varying backgrounds. A second wave of readers with a deeper 
understanding of history has now given the book and its successor volume a closer appraisal. 
Ten years on, it has become apparent that Pinker’s thesis about the decline of human violence 
and the growing peacefulness of our own time is built on a house of cards. After a closer 
look, and in light of an altered set of world circumstances, it’s clear that his thesis does not 
withstand rigorous inspection. It is time to move on. 
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